











Editorial

Communalism at Large

The BJP’s weaknesses as a political party make it doubly dangerous
as far as the non-Hindu minorities of India are concerned.

f the many liturgies of nationalism in India, the

one that has risen to pelitical and rhetorical

prominence in recent years bears the un-
mistakable stamp of a municipal parochialism which,
in some of its agendas, is not very different from the
cosmopolitan provincialism of the post-September ‘free
world’. Because of the convergence of views on the holy
war against ‘Islamic terrorism’, which has now been
made part of the official business of the rest of the world,
vide Resolution 1376 of the normally defunct UN
General Assembly, executive functionaries in the
world’s largest democracy, elevated to office for no
particular expertise save the incendiary lessons learnt
on the parade grounds of the Rashtriya Swayamsewak
Sangh (rSS), have felt themselves a lot freer use the
administrative machinery they command to renew their
attacks on Muslim life, property and freedom.

The continuing violence in Gujarat and the
enactment of a new ‘anti-terrorism’ legislation, which,
even before its ratification by parliament, had been
invoked with. sectarian selectivity against Muslims, do
not just coincide with the new global offensive against
Islam. They also closely follow on the heels of the second
major flasco that the ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BI)
and its allies have encountered in two successive
rounds of elections to state legislatures in the country.
The global onslaught merely provides the indulgent
climate in which exceptional violations of fundamental
democratic rights can take place. Domestic electoral
compulsions supply the immediate and sufficient
impulse for both the riots and

not a party that accommodates a social diversity the
way the Congress Party does and is therefore not
compeiled by any internal pressure to find an intrinsic
balance. In the event, any moderating influence on its
programme must come from its allies, who, having
locked themselves in a compact of power, have a strictly
limited capacity to exert the requisite pressure.

Given the narrow elastic limits of sustainable
coalitions, both the communal BJP and its allegedly
secular allies device tactical methods of accommodation
without having to deviate from their sometimes
antagonistic agendas. It is precisely this predicament
that expressed itself through convoluted charades
during the second half of March. The allies {such as the
Trinamool Congress, the Samata Party) vocally asserted
their opposition to the BJ's stealthy attempts to
introduce Hindutva agendas, especially when the
Attorney General of India pleaded in the supreme court
that a temple-related ceremony be allowed on the Babri
Masjid-Ram Janmabhoomi premises, currently in the
possession of the Uttar Pradesh government. Yet they
tacitly concurred with it once their own secular
credentials had been adequately displayed for all who
cared to see and believe. As Defence Minister George
Fernandes, leader of the Samata Party and the ‘convenor’
of the ruling coalition, subsequently conceded, the allies
cannot dictate to the BJP on the nature of its relations
with the RSS, the Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VvHP) and
other fraternal organisations that were at the forefront
of the Gujarat riots.

In the light of this in-

the legislation and therefore

ability, or unwillingness, of
the allies to enforce even a

raises ominous questions
about the future trajectory of
[ndian democracy.

The BIP has not renounced
it sectarian agendas, a hope
entertained by many on the
assumption that the com-
pulsions of coalitional gover-
nance would push the party
to the centre of the political
spectrum and hence moderate
the fundamentalism of its
avowed social programme,
The empirical circumstances
of the Indian polity militate
against the abstract validity of
this assumption. The BJP is
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The carnage in Gujarat that followed the
Godhra killings indicates the tinderbox that
India has become. Unlike so many other
countries of the world, the devastation that can
visit the country of one billion, once matters
truly spiral out of control, can only be imagined.
It is for this reason that various writeups in
this issue of Himal directly and indirectly take
their cue from Gujarat and the mal-treatment
of minorities in South Asia. Besides the Muslim
minority of India, they includes the minorities
of Bangladesh and of Pakistan. For aray of light,
hold your breath as you look to 5ri Lanka,
where the Sinhalas and Tamils seek ac-
comodation after sixty-five thousand dead.

moderate discipline on the
B)P, the party’s most fatal
political weakness could well
have the most serious reper-
cussions for the safety of
India’s Muslim minority in
the future. The BJP has at
various points in the past,
through the efforts of its fra-
ternal organisations, mo-
bilised a significant mass of
Hindus to its electoral ad-
vantage. But it has failed to
consolidate this into a per-
manent and secure base on
which a reasonably stable
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and moderate policy could have been constructed. That
the absence of a continuous mobilisation has eroded
the base built up during the first half of the 1990s is
evident from the steady decline in the BJP’s electoral
performance from 1998 to 2002. The irresponsibility of
its politics arises from this particular statistical trend,
and therein lies the danger to the Muslims and other
minorities of all kinds.

Hindu Mobilisation

At no time in the past, after coming to power at the
Centre, has the BJP's vituperation against Muslims
attained the pitch it has reached after the party’s
disastrous performance in the February elections to
four state legislatures, inciuding, most importantly, Uttar
Pradesh. This menacing attitude was an early re-
cognition of its evaporating base among once-mobilised
Hindus. Soon thereafter, the executive body of the RSS
issued a veiled warning to all Indian Muslims. A few
days later, communal disturbances erupted in Gujarat.
And even as BJP stalwarts in New Delhi express inane
regrets over the mass killings, RSS functionaries have
been unable to contain their glee at the turn of events.

The BJF's strategy therefore is quite clear, if it has to
avoid a repetition of the recent debacle in Uttar Pradesh
and elsewhere. The party’s strategists know from past
experience that successful mobilisation leading to
worthwhile electoral dividends requires a continuous
state of Hindu-Muslim tension that can be sustained
over a few years. Consequently, with elections in Gujarat
due in the near future and with general elections
scheduled for 2004, the foot-soldiers of the BJP’s front
organisations can be expected to indulge their ghoulish
tastes so that the parent party is furnished the necessary
environment and the accessories to repeat the triumphs
of the mid-1990s.

Ironically, this is an outcome that suits the ‘secular’
politics of the BJP’s allies as well as many others in the
opposition, with the obvious exceptions on the Left.
The aggressive cultivation of the Hindu vote by the BIP
enables the equally aggressive cultivation of the
insecure minority by parties that exclusively cater to
specific combinations of castes. The secular con-
stituency is predominantly just an arithmetic outcome
of electoral calculations and therefore does not represent
a real political commitment to secularism. This raises a
further question about the capacity of India’s electoral
democracy to create a substantive secular foundation,
as opposed to the partial and incidental secular veneer
that exists today.

Latent communalism

In the pious folklore of liberal fundamentalism there is
a casual textbook assumption that competitive politics
automatically accommodates all competing social
groups of any sizeable numerical strength. There is little
in the Indian case to bear out validity of such a
mechanical equation, while the recent attacks on the

H{indu minority in Bangladesh, by both the major
national parties, provide clinching evidence to the
contrary (see page 18). The 40-odd years of Congress
rule in India rested crucially on the consolidation of
the Muslim vote and yet, long before the rise of
Hindutva, there was no dearth of anti-Muslim riots
under the various Congress regimes both at the Centre
and in the states. Clearly, maintaining the party’s
protectorate over the minority involved periodic
reminders of their permanently insecure status in a
Hindu-majority nation. The ritual sacrifice of Muslims
was a necessary precondition for the electoral domi-
nance of the Congress. In fact, the latent communalism
in the Congress Party’s secularism broke out in all its
virulence during the Emergency period.

The semblarice of defence of the beleagured minority
in India today is a welcome departure from the current
global norm of anti-Muslim bigotry. But there is good
reason to believe that Indian democracy presently does
not go beyond an electoral secularism to which there is
no necessarily benign logic. The contingent, often
accidental, aspect of the outcomes of such politics are
best indicated by the case of Bihar, which under four
decades of Congress rule was a notoriously riot-prone
state. In the late 1980s Rajiv Gandhi magnanimously
redefined the party’s secularism to subsume both
Muslim and caste-Hindu agendas, including the
fundamentalists trends in both. As a result both groups
were alienated from the party, and Bihar, like many
other states passed out of the Congress Party’s hands,
as a backward caste formation led by Laloo Yadav came
to power with the help of the dalit and Muslim
communities. In the decade and more since then, the
state has not witnessed a single Hindu-Muslim riot,
which is no statement on the inherent tolerance of Bihari
society, but says much about the administrative
investment in the Muslim community, whose loyalty
has been secured. In such situation if nothing else, at
least lives have not been lost.

On the other hand, it is possible that in certain areas
the electoral arithmetic could render the minority vote
entirely dispensable. Or, the preoccupations of
institutional politics could make the minority tem-
perarily irrelevant to the political calculation, as is
evidently the case presently in Tamil Nadu. In the recent
vote on the Prevention of Terrorism Bill in the Indian
Parliament, both the main rival formations from the
state, the Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam, an ally of the
BJP at the centre, and the All India Anna Dravida
Munnetra Kazhagam (AIADMK), found it possible to
vote in favour of the legislation, which is widely
perceived as a law against Muslims. This was because
both parties in this instance were competing for the
BJP’s favours and hence could dispense altogether with
the ‘Muslim sentiment’. Within a few days, communal
trouble errupted in the south of the state. The law and
order establishment in the state has reacted swiftly, but
the damage has already been done.
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Because India’s electoral process does not nec-
essarily provide guarantees against the more carni-
vorous forms of majority mobilisation, there has been a
tendency to rely on the two other institutions of Indian
democracy - the Supreme Court of India and the medjia.
The former was quick to respond in firmly secular
fashion when called upon to make a ruling on the VHP's
immediate plans at Ayodhya. The media’s conduct
conduct through the Guijarat riots was more equivocal.
But the Supreme Court and the media are both
unrepresentative, and are prone to vacillations. They
have less stakes in the defense of Indian secularism
than the elected representatives.

Vacillating institutions

The Supreme Court, in its ruling on the so-called
“undisputed site” at Ayodhya that came up for
litigation, categorically asserted the fundamentally
unalterable secular character of the polity, which under
the existing grim circumstances is no doubt heartening,
The problem is that the courts, like Rajiv Gandhi and
many others in their time, can quite easily redefine the
meaning of secularism. In fact the judicial system has
had a none-too-honourable role to play in the Ayodhya
dispute. The supreme court has consistently ruled that,
pending a final settlement, the original status quo, ie
that the disputed mosque and its land should be left as
it stood at the point when the dispute was first admitted
in courts in the early 1950s, should be maintained. In
effect there.was once a disputed mosque with a
disputed Hindu idol in it.

The pretence of a status quo is still maintained but
its substantive content has repeatedly changed — from
a disputed structure, to a disputed site on which there
was no longer a disputed structure, to an undisputed
site adjoining the disputed site, on which disputed
ceremonies are urged to be permitted and so on and so
on, ad nauseam. The supreme court has had a hand in
the makingof this deteriorating status quo. On at least
two occasions the supreme court chose, in the name of
an irresponsible freedom and at the cost of secular good
sense, to dismiss petitions seeking injunctions against
two events that contributed to accentuating the dispute.
In the late 1980's it refused to forbid shilanyas
ceremonies at Ayodhya during Rajiv Gandhi’s
premiership and again in 1991 did not disallow LK
Advani’s mechanised chariot trip from Somnath in
Gujarat to the disputed site. Both events had a direct
bearing cn the eventual demolition of the mosque.
Similar prejudicial judgements in the future are not
precluded by any mechanism intrinsic to the judicial
system.

As for the media, there is a small segment of it whose
reaction to the Gujarat riots and other attendant
developments has been refreshingly at variance with
what has been on display in the past many years on
sensitive matters. Unfortunately, a large section of the
media is not immune to the incitements of Hindutva.
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Perhaps inevitably, over the period of the Ram
Janmabhoomi mobilisation, the media, ensconced in tall
buildings in the affluent localities of Delhi and other
capitals, in close proximity to the centres of power, and
pretty much out of touch with everything else, saw the
transient mob of Hindutva and believed it to be the pulse
and the will of the people. Being the instrument of
democracy that is most vulnerable to threats and
inducements, there is little that is predictable about its
long-term conduct in similar situations. The reportage
between 1990 and 1993, on Advani’s rath yatra, the
demolition of the mosque, the riots that followed, the
Bombay bomb blasts and other developments, is still
too recent to be overlooked.

Tn balance, until such time as administrative and
judicial mechanisms that safeguard the secular
principle equally in all situations can be put in place,
the fate of Indian secularism and its minorities, and
hence of minorities elsewhere in the Subcontinent will
in all likelihood continue to rest on the contingent
benevolence of the electoral system. That is too thin a
hope to live on for a mass of humanity to whom death

A

is dealt at random by the hoodlums of the RSS, it
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A critigue that condemns
without comprehension.

IT IS difficult to find the correct tone for this response
to Sirivavan Anand’s “Eating with our fingers,
watching Hindi cinema and consuming cricket” (Himal
March 2002). There are points he makes that 1 agree
with entirely, and the validity and genuineness of his
overall concern are quite evidently unquestionable. Yet,
there is so much in his article, both about the film and
about the sport, that does not quite measure up to the
standards of rigour that a purposive politics must
command. To make matters worse, there are factual
inaccuracies. But most of all, his argument is political-
ly naive if not downright irresponsible.

Casual solecisms on irrelevant issues detract from
the merits of Anand’s more serious concerns. There are
in his article many statements whose import and rele-
vance have not been made adegquately clear. Take, for
example, some of his remarks about cricket and sports
in India. He laments that cricket is ‘uninternational’,
that “one half of the population, women, are effectively
excluded” from playing it, and that “in a nation of one
billion only 14 can make it to the national team”. Now,
what is “uninternational”? If a dozen nations play a
sport, then it surely is international, if international is
what we are talking about. Cricket has limited interna-
tional reach, ves. These limits are determined by the
limits of the British colonial empire, ves. It is not a glo-
bal sport, yes. But international it still is. And surely,
the international reach or otherwise of a sport need not
be taken as reflection of its intrinsic worth: kabaddi is a
case in point. Regarding women being excluded from
cricket, strictly speaking that is not correct. But even if
one does not read the statement literally, is not that
even more the case with football, the one genuinely glo-
bal team sport? What about boxing, the sport that has
been an important medium of black assertion? And that
only 14 make it to the national sjde cannot be reason for
criticism, surely: national teams in any sport are of fi-
nite size and constitute only a tiny fragment of a coun-
try’s population. The more relevant point is whether, at
least in theory, the best available talent in the country is
chosen for inclusion in a team of six or eight or 14 as the
case may be. Perhaps [ am nitpicking. But political cri-
tiques should be precise.

Anand argues that cricket is “inherently brahman-
ical”. Not simply that it is an upper-caste dominated
sport, but that in its neglect of the body, it is inherently
brahmanical. Fitness in sport is no doubt an absolute
value. The point is that its form will vary according to
the relevance to the sport in question, depending as it

does on the demands the sport makes on the particuiar
aspect of the physique that is intended to be taxed. The
physique and fitness demanded of a tennis player is
very different from that demanded of a footballer, which
again is very different from that of a boxer. In track
events, a sprinter’s fitness is different from that of a
middle distance runner, not to talk of the marathon run-
ner. This is obvious.

But what about cricket? Wicketkeeping is reported-
ly among the most physically demanding specialisa-
tions in internationai sport, as is fast bowling. Spin
bowlers and batsmen need their own kind of fitness if
they have to be any good. Perhaps Anand is operating
with a Graeco-Roman conception of the physique as
interpreted by the classicists of Renaissance Europe,
particularly its sculptors. Where does that leave Sumo
wrestling, whose mysteries I have yet to penetrate, but
which quite clearly is a sport for its many enthusiasts,
even if to many others the fight seems to be over almost
before it starts and the physical appearance of the wres-
tlers does not conform to the aesthetic idea of the fit
body that Anand has in mind?

When Anand argues that cricket is upper-caste dom-
inated, he is more on track. It is undeniable that dalits
have not featured in the Indian test squad. It is also
very likely that a caste bias operates in the selection
process of teams all the way from the school to the test
levels. (Though as an aside, we may note that the two
Bombay batsmen that Anand characterises as brah-
mans, Gavaskar and Tendulkar, are actually saraswats,
a subcaste that eats meat, though not beef, and sees
itself as being distinct from brahmans. Also, it would
be interesting to find out the original caste of the
Christian cricketers Chandu Borde, ex-India captain
and currently chairman of selectors, and Kiran More,
ex-India wicketkeeper.) Yet, curiously, for Anand
upper-caste domination has no class character. Thus,
the reason for the lack of lower caste sporting excellence,
we are told, is to be found not in poverty, not in the lack
of a balanced diet, not in the lack of basic training
facilities, and so on, but in the in-breeding enforced by
the caste system which results in stunted bodies!

And even on this point, Anand is probably wrong. I
am no expert in these matters, but a colleague has this
to say: “Hindu conjugal laws take great pains to keep
marriage outside closed pools of blood and lineage by
insisting on two criteria of separation, namely that
though marriage must happen within caste and sub-
caste confines, not just the gotra but more crucially the
sapinda must be different (just the single criterion of gotra
can cause the marriage to stray back into the
‘undesirable’ zone of conjugal proximity and cause in-
bred blood lines)”. In any case, my feeling is that in a
Subcontinent that has made something of a specialisa-
tion of proliferating its numbers, the size of castes and
subcastes are probably large enough to prevent san-
guinary inbreeding of the kind that is reputed to cause
congenital deviations. This is not a defence of Hindu-
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ism’s conjugal system or its form of social organisa-
tion, just a point of rigour concerning inbreeding and
physical capacities. Anand does not do much service
to Ambedkar by quoting him outside the context of his
times.

But what about the film itself? “Lagaan is being cel-
ebrated”, Anand informs us, "by secularists, national-
ists, subalternists, leftists, pseudo-secularists, BJPites,
academics, critics and filmgoers alike.” This is simply
not true, The Hindutva brigade has not hailed the film.
A friend reports that in her undergraduate class, her
students, coming as they do from upper-caste, middle-
class, conservative backgrounds with ideological sym-
pathies for Hindutva, criticised the film for appeasing
dalits and the minorities. And the Akhil Bharatiya Vidh-
varti Parishad’s journal Chhatrashakti published, in July
2001, an article that hailed Gadar and criticised Lagaan
for their respective notions of nationalism: Lagaan, it
said, is “jingoistic”, while Gadar is “non-partisan”. In
his enthusiasm to run down the film, Anand, by lump-
ing them with the rest, does the fascists great service.

Anand characterises Lagaan as
being a purana, which has “scant regard
for historicity”. Yet what is ahistorical
is Anand’s critique. Lagaan is a com-
mercial Hindi film. A fair critique of
Lagaan cannot proceed from within the
confines of a purely abstract radicalism,
but must take account of the history of
this form of high-budget mass enter-
tainment, place Lagaan in that history,
and then assess its progressive or re-
gressive character.

Anand is right in saying that Lagaan
is a Gandhian film. But what precisely
is Gandhian about the film? To my
mind, three important elements: one,

A fair critique of
Lagaan must
take account of
the history of
commercial
cinema, place the
film in that history,
and then assess
its progressive or

what happens to him after the match is over is never
considered. Similarly, the raja’s closet nationalism puts
a cloak on the collaborationist role played by Indian
princes under colonialism. My point is not that these
erasures are not present, or that they should not be cri-*
tiqued, but that in spite of them, the film is actually
quite remarkable in what it says.

The central plank of Anand’s criticism is that Kachra
“is a good spirner not because of ability, but because of
his disability. The token Dalit is further Dalitised”. This
is unfair. From the cricketing point of view, it amounts
to saying that Muralitharan owes his phenomenal
record to his deformity, not talent and hard work. At a
larger level, physical deformity in Hindi cinema, as
indeed most commercial cinema across the world, nor-
mally elicits ridicule or derision, or is associated with
villainy. Kachra’s handicap, on the other hand, can be
seen as a physical symbol of his social location. In
other words, Kachra is doubly disadvantaged — by his
caste as weil by his handicap. The crucial question is
not the fact of his handicap, but what role Kachra plays
in the win, despite his handicap.

The cricket match itself is carefully
constructed, and all the members of the
Champaner eleven — which actually
numbers 13, including as it does the boy
Tipu and the British coach Elizabeth —
contribute to the win. But without doubt,
the three performances that prove de-
cisive in the end are the leg-spinner’s
hattrick which engineers a middle-order
collapse of the rampaging British, the
injured batsman’s heroic innings, and
the captain’s century capped by the last
ball six. These feats are performed by the
handicapped dalit Kachra, the Muslim
Ismail, and the peasant hero Bhuvan.

that not only is the struggle against the regressive Any fair critique of Lagaan is incomplete
colonial oppressor entirely non-violent, if it does not acknowledge this
but even the possibility of a violent character. fundamental political statement, the

struggle is not considered. In other
words, non-violence is the common sense. This is seen
not just in the struggle against the British, but also vis-
a-vis the traitor Lakha, who is saved from an angry
mob by Bhuvan and converted to the cause by
persuasion. Two, the depiction of the raja as a closet
nationalist is of a piece with Gandhi’s insistence that
the national movement should not extend to the Indian
princely states. Three, the insistence on unity across
classes of the colonised against the coloniser, and the
relegation of all internal contradictions to that forever
future moment of true swaraj.

This political-ideological position is deeply contra-
dictory, and necessarily involves erasures. In the film,
these erasures are most evidently present around the
character of the dalit, Kachra, and the raja. Thus, for
instance, we never learn what Kachra thinks about the
match and his participation in it, and the question of
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very statement that the Hindutva
brigade has found unpalatable. Kachra, then, is in line
with a whole range of characters in literature, drama
and film, where the weakest of the weak overcome their
social and physical handicaps to accomplish heroic
deeds: the hunchback of Notre Dame, or the deaf-mute
daughter in Mother Courage. It is indeed surprising that
Anand, who heaps scorn on the film for what it fails to
show, does not bother to acknowledge what it does
show.

And it is this political statement that Hindutva finds
unpalatable. The ABVP journal, attacking Lagaan for its
lack of realism, says, “Lagaan strives to be very ‘secu-
lar’: Hindus and Muslims live harmoniously in this
Kutch village... and it is the crippled Harijan who
indirectly helps the ‘Indian” team beat the British”.

Anand states that he saw Lagaan “reluctantly”, some
six months after the film was released. His resolve is



pretty strong, because even when they dragged him
kicking and screaming into the auditorium, he was
obviously determined not to see Kachra's match-turn-
ing hattrick. Poor Ismail and his brave knock is not
even mentioned in Anand’s 7000 word-long article.
(What would Anand say if someone were to attribute
this to an anti-Muslim bias?) But there is much else he
did not see. He claims that the debate over the inclu-
sion of Kachra is “the only moment where an internal
problem forces a confrontation in the film. All other
flimic confrontations are with the external Other — the
white, British male”. This is simply incorrect. Lakha is
part of two confrontations: first, when he tries to pre-
vent Ismail from joining team Champaner arguing that
they (the Hindus) will not accept him, and then again
when his own treachery is revealed.

Curiously, Anand gets Kachra’'s bowling arm
wrong: his handicapped arm is not his left, as Anand
says, but his right. This would not have occasioned
comment here, but for the fact that the problem is larger:
Anand routinely mixes up the left and the right. His
comments about AB Bardhan (whao is not an MP as
suggested), are a case in point. Reading Anand, one
would imagine that the communist Bardhan has
endorsed the Hindutva agenda. That suggestion is
scarcely warranted by the context. Bardhan, in the
immediate aftermath of the Babri Masjid demolition, is
merely making the point that the sangh parivar, which
claims to speak for all Hindus, does nothing of the sort,
and that there are many traditions within Hinduism
which are antithetical to Hindutva. Gandhi’'s politics
is deeply problematic — and communists have been
traditionally accused of being too harsh on Gandhi —
but recalling Gandhi, against the very fascists who
killed him, is a legitimate political strategy. It does not
imply endorsement of the entire Gandhian programme,
much less of Hindutva.

But even more astounding is Anand’s ignorance of
the material conditions of the people whose cause he
claims to uphold: “How does the lagaan... affect the
Dalits? What is the problem that Dalits have with the
white coloniser-state? Are not their problems more
linked to the caste-colonialism sustained by the raja
and the caste Hindus of the village?” Anand is inno-
cently oblivious to rural reality. Those who are not,
know that an increase in the tax burden is dispropor-
tionately passed on to the agricultural labourer and to
artisanal and service castes, either in the form of re-
duced wages or as increases in labour and other levies.
It could also lead to a general rise in prices or to a short-
age of foodgrain in the event that the tax is in kind.
There are any number of economic effects to the detri-
ment of non-landed classes that readily come to mind,
precisely because that is how they have manifested
themselves repeatedly. So both the landed and the land-
less have an interest in the reduction of tax, because the
tax on produce is only nominally a tax on the producer.
Happily for the landed in Champaner, this elementary

fact does not escape Kachra! The film itself may not
explicitly recognise this point since it is simply recount-
ing a nationalist saga. Whatever gloss nationalism it-
self may apply to it, such are the hard dynamics of na-
tional movements that cause social alliances to be
forged, whether one approves of them or not.

Yet, of course, Lagaan is not a revolutionary film,
any which way one looks at it, and whichever kind of
revolution one desires, red, blue or green. It is a charm-
ing fantasy tale that constructs a Gandhian utopia. But
coming as it does in our times, when the progressive
current in the commercial film industry (which saw its
heyday in the 1940s and early 50s with films like Dhar-
ii ke Lal, Do Bigha Zameen, Awaara, etc) has now been
dead for some two decades, when for the last decade
there has been an increasing communalisation of films,
when the rare representation of lower castes in films
are derogatory and villainish, Lagaan, with its fore-
grounding of the dalit-Muslim-small peasant combine,
in spite of its erasures and silences, is basically pro-
gressive. Anand’s critique is politically irresponsible
because it condemns without comprehension. Anger
and passion are virtues only if harnessed to a critical
perspective. You cannot fight what you do not under-
stand.

Sudhanva Deshpande
New Delhi

Relax!

GOODNESS! HAVING read what’s wrong with
Lagaan, in the March issue of Himal, | was certainly left
feeling extremely small for having thoroughly enjoyed
a Hindi film after so many years. That is till, [ sat back
and analysed what exactly it was that had left such a
pleasant feeling in my heart.

I am in no way familiar with Bollywood-speak, but
I feel fairly certain that the producer and director
of Lagaan did not have any aspirations of doing an
Ambedkar or Gandhi on the audience and merely meant
to provide commercially viable ‘entertainment’. And,
on my part [ would not be completely honest if I did
not add, entertainment at its refreshing best. For an
industry remarkable for the brashness with which it
reduces stalwarts of history like Asoka into obnoxious
sex symbols and mutates the magical vyahrifis of the
Gayatri Mantra into meaningless chants of ‘the bold
and the beautiful’, Lagaan is a seminal piece of work.

Anand, no doubt, has painstakingly researched his
rhetoric against Lagaan, but such nitpicking seems more
appropriate for the esoteric and academic running
down of some ‘Theory of Soctal Reforms’ rather than a
critical appreciation of art; and that too of one of the
most simplistic of genres. Secondly, I too have at times
felt dismayed at the ‘games’ played on the ‘backstages’
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of the world of cricket, but it would be unfair to accuse
Khan and Gowriker of trying not just to promote such
practices but also of attempting any overt PR of the
game. Furthermore, though Anand wants to extend the
current trend of debate on historicity to cover its
accuracy or inaccuracy in Lagaan, and even though
most of Anand’s indictments of political incorrectness
will hold in the ‘court of law’, I feel Lagaan like any
other work of ‘art’ deserves the creative license that
has been the hallmark of Indian artistic criticism for
centuries.

For what after all is the substance of ‘art’? Indian
thought maintains, it is -

Apurvam yad vastu prathayati vina karanakalam

Jagadgrava prakhyam nijarasa bharat sarayati ca

Artt is -

That object which not having any antecedent
{apurvam), though inspired by the manifested world,
is created by the infusion of individualist and
intrinsic emotions {nijarasa bharat).

On this account alone Lagaan can be allowed to play
around with its facts and figures for it is the ‘figment of
imagination’ of its creator. However, the sloka goes on
to state that the act of creation is accomplished both by
the creator and the spectator or sah-hridaya. Maybe there
is a need for more sah-hridayata here.

Lagaan certainly found an empathetic sah-hridaya
in me. It resolved a quandary [ have been mulling over
for the past few years. The South Asian urbanites have
so distanced themselves from their roots that they can
no longer identify with their own art forms. For the past
fifty vears this void has found solace in the ‘'make-
believe” world of celluloid. However, the silver screen
has been a capricious ‘mistress’ and has mangled the
perceptions of its worshippers for years on end. Today,
Travolta look-alikes driving Buicks, living in English
manors and singing ' Vande Maataram’ are the icons of
‘nationalistic fervor’. Manicured and pedicured
women in designer folk-outfits go through their arati
and karvachaufh tituals supposedly reviving the power
of religious rituals. We are duped into forgetting that
they cleverly camouflage the fact that they are merely
the voice of the ‘market” with the implicit purpose of
the creation of capitalist tastes and the making of
uncritical minds.

The use of art as a “purposive tool’ cannot be de-
nied. ‘Ram Rajya’ is a myth that found universal
acceptance and popularity through the untiring indus-
try of the ancient kathakars and travelling bards of old.

Whatever ethics still remains ingrained in our de-
praved hearts comes from these modes of centuries of
social mimesis. However, the postmodern world has
trampled over these age-old forms of entertainment
leaving a people bereft of their myths and legends.
Lagaan is just such a myth.

I salute Lagaan for successfully incorporating the
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art of the old ‘kathakar’ to give new dreams to our sorry
world. Lagaan is not about cricket. Lagaan is about hope;
about courage in the face of adversity; about the ability
to be fair to one and all, including one’s opponent; it is
about a woman defying the cruel rules of a man’s world;
it is about equality; but best of all it says all this in
a language familiar to it own people. [ hope with all
my heart that Lagaan is awarded the Oscar.

Lubna Mariam
Sagaur, Bundelkhand

Hats Off

THANK GOD Sirivavan Anand has voiced an opinion
against the chorus of Lagaan lovers. Anand is right to
take the movie to task for advancing a self-indulgent
view of sports and Indian society - frankly, it is time
that someone said something critical about this over-
hyped production.

More to the point, it is down-right pathetic how much
people in India salivated over Lagaan’'s Oscar
nomination. This is just the latest example of how people
in this country long for America’s recognition to validate
themselves. [ think it is only fitting that Lagaan lost to a
Bosnian film.,

It is past time someone stood up and started a real
debate - hats off to Siriyavan Anand.

Laxmi Iyengar
Bokaro

Hmm...

DEAR SIR,
Just now I have seen the map
which is being sent to your
subscribers. It is the worst
advertising that you could have.
All the printing is “upside down”! So much time
and effort and money has been put into producing this
map. It certainly is a good looking map.
It is incredible. Sorry to be the messenger of very bad
news for your magazine.

And a few days later in another email...

I have seen the map India and Pakistan. It is the
greatest goof that I have seen in the history of the map
making.

Please look closely at the map and recall.

Joseph Lall
Taxila



| The ties that bind

THE BOUNDARY between Nepal and
India is nothing more than a brick and lime
masonry structure built during the days of
the Empire. Its ‘Das Gaja’ of no-man’'s-
land serves as the playground for both
village urchins and petty smugglers.
Closing this border is something of an obsession with
the Nepali hill elites, who raise the issue from time to
time. Across, on the other side of the open border, we
are witness to the arrogance of the poiitical elite of New
Delhi’s South Block, which periodically tries to dictate
the terms of the “special relationship” between Nepal
and India. This cat-and-mouse game has been going
on for decades, and seems to break out with virulence
every time a matter sensitive to either side is being
negotiated.

In the light of such an ambiguous relationship, CK
Lal’s “Cultural flows across a blurred boundary” (Himal
February 2002} is timely and bold. Lal has been writing
with sensitivity about many social and
political issues concerning both India
and Nepal, but in this essay we encoun-
ter a hitherto unknown aspect of his
public perscna. The hidden urban
regional planner in him has come to
light. He has given us a new vista to
mull over — the Ganga Rectangle,
which encompasses the Nepal Tarai,
north-eastern Uttar Pradesh and north
Bihar. These three areas together make
up a common cultural entity with a
potentially shared future — either of

There is no
denying that India
has treated Nepal

shabbily in the
past, but the past
can be rectified in
the future.

pulsion, from Nepal’s point of view it is best for Nepa-
lis to change their attitude so as to induce a reasonable
response from the Indians.

This is where hard realities must be squarely faced.
It is only through a clear evaluation of strengths and
weaknesses, assets and liabilities that a pragmatic
solution can be found. There is no denying that india
has treated Nepal shabbily in the past, but the past can
be rectified in the future. The distribution of benefits
between the two countries in bilateral relations has cer-
tainly been to Nepal's disadvantage. These can be cor-
rected in new arrangements because these do not arise
from insurmountable differences.

The differences that do exist do not lie at the mass
level on either side. It is the handiwork of a few profes-
sional Indian Brown Sahibs, who are by instinct prone
to asserting and displaying their ‘superiority’. This at-
titude on their part provokes an equal and contrary
reaction among some Nepalis. This tendency reached
its climax during the heyday of the Panchayat, when a
lobby arose within the body politic of Nepal which took
pleasure in further vitiating an already clouded atmo-
sphere. Any anti-Indian posture was
deemed to be valourous. The obvious
point was overlooked — that this
neither solved the bilateral problem
nor did anything for the development
of Nepai. When such deadlocks
happen, it is the weaker side that loses,
as the terms of the unequal relation-
ship become less liberal.

Once the climate of mistrust is
dispelled and attitudes-of-mind shed,
it is possible to get on with the task
along the lines suggested by CK Lal.

resurgence or dissent into oblivion,
depending on how the tide turns.

Daniel, as planner, has come to judgement and
Nepal's planning apparatchiks will do well to heed
his advice in formulating the forthcoming Tenth Plan.
The tarai can, as CK Lal argues, take the lead in the
development of the larger region on the strength of its
many advantages, but for its potential to be realised,
much has to be done by way of preparing the founda-
tions, including the acceptance of many ground reali-
ties.

India is the natural market for Nepali manufactures,
since for the present, the domestic economy’s capacity
to absorb its own productive output is limited. On the
other hand, India is still over-protective about its home
market. Perhaps the global trend towards liberalisa-
tion will in the future ease the situation and provide
Nepal with more export opportunities.

For the market opportunity to be capitalised on,
however, there must be a compatibility in the equation
between the two countries so that an economic
interaction will evolve to mutual benefit. Since neither
side can change the attitude of the other through com-

The tarai can be made the engine of
growth even if the economies of scale favour the Indian
side and despite the commercial protectionism south
of the border. The tarai, for instance, can become a very
profitable entrepot for trade between India and Tibet.
During Chinese Premier Zhu Rongji’s recent visit to
New Delhi, the Indian government had proposed trade
access to China through the Chumbi Valley. But the
fact is that Nepal still has a comparative advantage if
the access through the passes at Rasuwa and Kodari
improved.

There are aspects of CK Lal’s argument some of
which ] want to supplement and others I will join issue
with.

Present-day Nepal is the aggregate of various entities.
The writer has mentioned the contributions by Shakya-
muni Buddha and Adi Sankara to the enrichment of
Nepal’s heritage. The places where Buddha and Sita
were born happen to be in modern-day Nepal. But quite
surprisingly, he has omitted to mention the other reli-
gious luminary, Mahavira, who was born just a short
distance from Nepal.

Lal is very critical of Rana Jung Bahadur, particu-
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larty his support for the British during the Indian Mu-
tiny. But it must not be forgotten that it was because of
Jang Bahadur that Nepal became the proud inheritor of
Lumbini, the birthplace of the apostle of peace. Lal has
failed to consider this positive aspect of Jung Bahadur’s
India policy. The real discoverer of Lumbini was not
his nephew Khadga Shumshere but Jung Bahadur him-
self. The British Indian government of the day had no
inkling of the importance of the site; else this parcel of
land would not have been repatriated to Nepal. Vin-
cent Smith, the historian, was to weep over that loss!

Lal’s other point of criticism is that the Rana hired
hagiographers to claim Rajput ancestry. While that may
be true, the fact is that Thakuris can be of any caste.
“Thakur” simply means “chief” or rajz of a locality or
region. A thakur can be a Magar, Chhetri, or any other
caste. In India, a Thakur is Brahman in Bengal, barber
in Bihar, Rajput in UP. It will be well worth remem-
bering that the Parmars of Rajasthan themselves are
Agni Kula Chhetria, a latter day entrant into the clan of
Rajput rulers inducted as Kshatrivas about 1500 years
ago at Mount Abu after ritual purification.

Lal has aptly designated the relationship across the
border be-tween the northern and southern plains,
between the ‘tarailis’ and the people
of Uttar Pradesh and Bihar as a rofi-
beti (bride and bread) relationship.
But he has left out a significant factor,

[iberally provided by the parents of
Indian girls to the advantage of
Nepali grooms,

On the more developmental
aspects of his argument, the monsoon
flooding is an illustration of how
dealing with the central government

Nepal’s economic and
i.e. the lure of the dowry that is iNfrastructural planning
and policy have not
been conducive to
exploiting the tarai's
potential.

the seaport, something that Nepal could emulate since
the conditions in the two countries are very similar.

Moreover, Lal needs to be reminded that the East-
West Highway, conceived of during the short premier-
ship of BP Koirala (and not when King Mahendra took
over) was finally completed during the reign of King
Birendra. How could Lal, the highwayman, have
missed the history of the highways and the Soviet con-
nection? (The survey was completed with Soviet assis-
tance already before Mahendra’s reign began in ear-
nest.) Perhaps he was more occupied with regional
planning.

In the context of the comparative advantage that the
tarai has over the hills, Lal mentions schools, hospitals,
industry, agriculture and so on. To this | would like to
add tropical horticulture to cater to the expanding
Indian market. Thailand is a good model to follow.

In the last section of his essay, Lal refers to the
resurgence of the vernacular dialects of the Ganga
Rectangle that is taking place in the Nepal Tarai. The
development of local languages is a healthy pheno-
menon. Cultural and linguistic diversity is a strength
and not a weakness. Nepal, though a Hindu kingdom
under its Constitution, is a secular country, and it
should avoid the bad habits of the
southern neighbour’s northern parts
—- the communalised, caste-based
vote bank politics and its criminalised
accessories.

Though CK Lal dwells at some
length on Mithila, he has overlooked
its contribution to enriching the
Gorkha royals since the time of King
Girbana. Is it not a coroilary of the
history of Sita repeated in the 19th
century, with Mithila providing the

in New Delht acts to the detriment of both Bihar and
Nepal. The classic case is that of the Narayani irrigation
project. When the canals are breached in Bihar, Nepal
does not get the allocated amount of water. Each year
Kathmandu approaches New Delhi, but repair work is
never undertaken in time and hence Nepal loses a fair
amount of irrigation water. Trans-valley tunneling and
a more uniform distribution of water, groundwater
renewal projects and flood control will be of greater
mutual benefit, but the opportunities are unnecessarily
being squandered.

Lal writes, “Nepal Tarai is emerging as a dynamic
region in its own right and will before long be creating
reverberations along the entire Gangetic belt.” There
are aspects of Nepal's economic and infrastructural
planning and policy that have not been conducive to
exploiting this potential. The obsession with diver sify-
ing trade though a Bangladesh corridor has been so
strong in the past that it ignored other realistic possi-
bilities like building an east-west railway or linking
Kathmandu with the Indian railway network. Even tiny
Costa Rica has built railways linking its capital with
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queen to the Nepal Durbar? Let us also not forget that
Kulachandra Gautam, a resident of Mithila, has
provided the Nepali version of the Tulisdas Ramayana.

As a kid I remember passing through Darbhanga (a
corruption of Dhanur-bhanga - i.e., the breaking of the
bow of Lord Siva by Rama at King Janak’s court at Mith-
ila) on the way to Chhapki in Saptari District. [ remem-
ber this area before it was annihilated by the Kosi 60
years ago. | also remember someone giving me an alter-
native etymology - that it is called Dwar Bangala, the
gateway to Bengal. The poet Vidyapati was indeed a
great master of Mithila and his writings influenced early
Bengali literature too. It should be made available to
the rest of Nepal as well.

CK Lal should be thanked for reminding us about
the glory of the Ganga Rectangle. Let Mithila, Kapil
vastu, Lichhavi and Vaishali herald the future with the
glory of their past. Come Vidyapati Come! Speak
Gandaki speak!

Gauri N Rimal
Kathmandu

n



Vajra (literally-flash of
lightning). is an artists’
condominium, a transit
home tor many, providing
a base during months of
hibernation and creative
ingpiration. [ts isolation,
graphic splendour and
peaceful anibicnce, make
an ideal retreat from the
¢lock of pressure.
Ketaki Sheth
Inside Outside.
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SRILANKA

THE
CONVERGENCE
FOR PEACE

50 FAR both peace and anti-peace activities
outside the conflict areas of Sri Lanka’s
North and East have been small. A demon-
stration for peace in early March saw a few
hundred gather in Colombo’s main railway
station. The Buddhist monks who led a
delegation to the Norwegian embassy to
protest against the ceasefire were even
fewer. The lack of passion one way or the
other actually reflected the general satis-
faction with the prevailing ceasefire. On 15
March, however, the Sarvodaya Movement
commenced a massive peace operation with
daylong meditation in the city of Anuradha-
pura, to be followed by rural programmes
that will go on till 31 December. In their
pamphlets, the organisation has urged
people to prepare themselves even prior to
the meditation by refraining from eating
meat or speaking ill of anything. The
participants will be silent throughout the
four-hour meditation. There will be no
militancy or controversy, only empathy and
unity.

This peace meditation programme comes
at a special time. The guns have fallen silent,
yet the gulf between the conflicting parties
remains and has to be bridged by outside
mediators, The primary objective of the
peace meditation is to orient the individual
and collective consciousness of people
away from violence so that the political
leaders will be forced to make constructive
decisions. At this juncture, when the Sinhala
peace constituency is under pressure, the
importance of creating such an environment
and of Sarvodaya’s capacity to bring
together people of different persuasions
cannot be overemphasised.

Pongu Thamil

The Sarvodaya peace meditation prog-
ramme, with its emphasis on silence and
harmony, is an important antidote to other
types of mobilisation taking place in the
country by people who are politically
motivated and use nationalism and images
of violence in ways that generate apprehen-
sion and hatred. Critically, the series of
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events that have been
taking place in the North
and East under the
theme of Pongu Thamil,
or Tamil Uprising, has
sent a mixed message.
The LTTE and many
mainstream Tamil polit-
ical parties have been
fully involved in these
events. The celebratory
showing of videos of Sri
Lankan military defeats

Thamil rally.

Jaffna Universily students at a Pongu

and the killing of hun-
dreds of soldiers, the slogans demanding
the eviction of the military from the Tamil
Homeland, and the symbolic burning of a
giant military boot are considered inflam-
matory by Sinhala society at large.

The justification for Pongu Thamil is that
the long suppressed sentiments of the Tamil
people are being permitted to emerge in a
cathartic release that is healing to them.
Certainly the festive air at the Pongu Thamil
events and the ability to openly condemn
the institutions of the Sri Lankan

state in the presence of Sri Lankan The guns have

soldiers may be providing a measure
of satisfaction to peopie who were
long subjected to controls and harass-
ment. Another justification is that
Pongu Thamil represents the LTTE’s
efforts to achieve politically what it
hitherto was seeking to achieve by
force of arms. Shortly after a well-
attended Pongu Thamil event in the
major town of Vavuniya which
attracted some 40,000 people, the
LTTE opened its first political office

fallen silent,

yet the gulf
between the
conflicting
parties remains
and has to be
bridged by out-

in a government-controlled area of Side mediatOFS.

the north-east.

The LTTE, being a non-state actor, will
be apprehensive of a permanent cease-fire
that puts it at a disadvantage vis-a-vis the
government, which has political legitimacy
backed by economic resources. Mobilising
the people through Pongu Thamil appears
tobe part of the LTTE's strategy to strengthen
itself in the context of the ceasefire. While
this makes sense, the LTTE should also be
aware of the difficulties that its campaign
could put the government into. The LTTE
and the government need to cooperate if the
peace process is to be sustained. There is a
need for more understanding and less
provocation. Though most of the by and
large Sinhala population is satisfied with
the ceasefire, there is general disquiet



Jaffna's visitors Ranil
and Christina.

among them due to the deliberate fanning
of Tamil nationalism. Such a disquiet will
grow if an attempt is made to hold a Pongu
Thamil in the central hills among the Indian
Tamil population.

In this emotion-laden context, the peace
meditation campaign launched by the
Sarvodaya Movement could be restraining
at a time when hardliners, provoked by the
celebrations in Jaffna, may well try and
mobilise an anti-peace campaign. The peace
process is tenuously balanced and both the
main parties must tread carefully to reassure
their civil constituencies. In this respect the
Prime Minister’s visit to Jaffna is as illus-
trative as it is historic.

The Jaffna visit

Ranil Wickremesinghe's visit to Jaffna was
historic, because it came a full twenty years
after his uncle JR Jayewardene went there
as President in 1982. Thereafter, Jaffna
became virtually out-of-bounds for govern-
ment leaders. The anti-Tamil riots of July
1983 are generally taken as the moment in
which the war for Tamil separation got out
of control. A lack of government com-
mitment to the well-being of the people of
the north coupled with fear of 1 TTE assas-
sination kept the top government leadership
away from the northern capital,

What is most hopeful and promising
about the present peace process is the sense
of realism that is apparent within the top
government leadership. Although sections
of the mass media tried to make out that the
prime minister’s visit to Jaffna was a
triumphal one, there is no indication that
the prime minister himself felt that way.

However, winning the hearts and minds
of the proud people of Jaffna is going to be
an uphill task for any government leader.
The wounds of war are much too deep and
raw. Take the town of Chavakachcheri,
which today lies in ruins; its schools,
temples, houses and commercial esta-
blishments brought down just two years ago
by a government which felt compelled to
destroy the town to preserve Sri Lankan rule
over it. After nearly two decades of war, and
many events of a similar nature, the leader
who can win the affection of the Tamil
people will be one who empathises with
them and acknowledges their claim to self-
determination in their areas of traditional
habitation. Prime Minister Ranil Wick-
remesinghe has still not come to that point,
at least he has not done so publicly. But the

purpose of the Prime Minister’s visit was
not to win the hearts and minds of the
people of Jaffna — it was intended more as a
message to his Sinhala electoral base, that
the peace process was about re-uniting the
country, and not about dividing it. Such
political manoeuvres have become neces-
sary because there are enough opponents
of the peace process who have been arguing
that the ceasefire agreement paves the way
for the strengthening of the LTTE and the
eventual division of the country.

If the Sarvodaya peace operation and the
Prime Minister’s visit to Jaffna represent two
internal factors that are keeping the peace
process on track, there is also a comple-
mentary external factor that reinforces their
impact. Even a year ago it seemed very
unlikely that the United States would take
any strong interest in the Sri Lankan conflict,
but 11 September evidently changed the
situation. The formal position of the US
today is that it will take action against
terrorism in any part of the world, and will
help governments that face terrorist cha-
lienges to overcome them. But in fact the
main thrust of the US-led war against
terrorism has so far been against Islamic
countries and terror groups. Sri Lanka
provides the US an opportunity to take a
stand that is not against an Islamic group.

The visit of the US Assistant Secretary of
State Christina Rocca to Jaffna along with a
US special forces brigade commander at the
very time that the prime minister was
evidently meant to send a strong message
of US support to the process. It sent a very
strong signal to sceptics and supporters in
both the North and South that 5ri Lanka
has become an important arena for a U5
peace building effort. The show of US
support is of particular importance in view
of the widespread Sinhala perception that
the government may have gone too far in
opening up the roads and country to the
LTTE. This apprehension of even the mod-
erate majority of Sinhalese would be
assuaged by the US reassurance that it is
watching. This will strengthen the govern-
ment’s hand in pushing forward and taking
risks despite the lack of bipartisan political
support.

Self confidence

However, there is an aspect to the US stance
that has added stridency to the pro-war
Sinhala nationalist groups. fust prior to the
synchronised visits to Jaffna, the American
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ambassador in Colombo, Ashley Wills,
made a strong public statement chiding the
LTTE for its continued human rights abuses,
particularly those targeting the Muslims in
the east. In his statement he referred to
“increased LTTE recruitment in Sri Lanka’s
north and east, including of children, as
well as kidnapping and extortion, especially
of Muslims”.

Indeed, even those who publicly con-
demned the ambassador’s statement would
privately acknowledge the truth of the
allegations. There is no doubt that the
offences identified by him have been taking
place, with even independent human rights
organisations such as Amnesty Inter-
national calling on the LTTE to desist. And,
it is not only Muslims who have been feeling
the heavy taxation of the LTTE, but also
Tamils in areas newly accessible to the LTTE
on account of the ceasefire agreement.

Although Tamil politicians and media
reacted negatively to the US allegations, the
immediate response of the LTTE itself was
much milder. The LTTE's chief negotiator,
Dr Anton Balasingham, pledged that the
LTTE was committed to the peace process.
Subsequently he also said that the LTTE
leader Velupillai Prabakaran was con-
cerned about the allegations and would
take action against any LTTE violations of
the ceasefire agreement. Dr Balasingham
added that the LTTE would also invite
Amnesty International to send a delegation
to LTTE-controlled areas to ascertain the
truth for themselves.

These are promising signs of self-
confidence in the LTTE, that at this time there
is no one to take their place in the hearts
and minds of the Tamil people, certainly
not the government. Added to this are
promising signs that the LTTE is making the
transition to a political organisation, one
that is prepared to deal with the rest of the
world on the basis of give and take, and
accountability on the basis of international
human rights norms.

For the present there seems to be a
convergence of significant forces that add
up to a fairly strong thrust for peace, and if
this trend towards moderation in politics
continues at the level of the government, the
LTTE and the civil societies on both sides of
the divide, the prospects for peace will be
come considerably brighter. b
- Jehan Perera
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SOUTHASIA

TIME OF
RECKONING FOR
THE BARONS OF
DEVELOPMENT

LEADERS OF the institutions that guide
global economic development have set 2015
as a target date for reducing by half the
number of human beings who live in
extreme poverty. The World Bank seems to
have launched this campaign and many
institutions have joined, including inter-
national NGos like 0XFaM and CARE and
national agencies like Britain’s Department
for International Development. A United
Nations conference met recently in

Monterrey, Mexico, to rally support § The peop|e of
South Asia must

for this exercise. Those most in-
fluential in setting the global agenda

for economic development agree | get involved in the

that reducing poverty must be the 2015 Campaign

top priority and that reducing

extreme poverty immediately is and h0|d the Iead'

imperative. 2015 symbolises their | ers of the g|0ba|
development re-
hundreds of millions of people in 1 gime accountable.

seriousness and sense of urgency.
If they succeed, life will improve for

the next 13 years.

Some history might be useful for thase
in the public who would join this campaign
or seek to monitor its conduct and progress.
‘Poverty’ came to the fore in the global
development agenda during the 1990s, a
decade famous for the rapid pace of global-
isation, when markets monopolised the
minds that planned our global future. The
United States exemplified fulsome f[ree-
market growth promoted by global develop-
ment institutions, led by the World Bank.

The Economist (26 April, 2001) called the
nineties “probably the most exuberant
period of wealth creation in human
history,” and showed how the bulk of new
wealth came into the hands of the rich.
Millionaires and billionaires multiplied,
and by 2001, the richest one percent of the
world population came to hold a third of
the world’s wealth. More than half the
world’s 425 billionaires live in the US,
which exemplifies trends in global in-
equality. Between 1977 and 1999, the richest
20 percent of American households in-
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Share of Global Income for the Richest 20%
and Poorest 20% of World Population

The leaders of
global develop-
ment live in

rich countries.
They depend
on rich country
contributions.
They follow rich
country policies.
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creased their share of national income from
44 percent to 50 percent, and the richest 1
percent increased their share six times more,
from 7 percent to 13 percent. In America and
around the world, the economic boom
accomplished very little poverty reduction
and it actually worsened extreme poverty.
The most severe new poverty fell on Africa,
where average households now consume
20 percent less than 25 years ago.

The nineties epitomised and aggravated
a much longer trend. In a study for the
World Bank, aptly entitled, “Divergence, Big
Time,” Lant Pritchett calculated that
between 1870 and 1985, ratios of
per capita income between the
richest and poorest countries
increased more than six-fold, as
income levels dispersed over an
ever-widening range of variation
and the richest and poorest eco-
nomies ctustered on opposite ends
of a broader spectrum. The 1992
UN Human Development Report
indicated that global inequality
accelerated in the 1970s and 1980s
(see chart).

The campaign to reduce ext-
reme poverty by half before 2015
thus came into being as the world’s public
was about to learn that the poorest of the
poor have been steadily increasing as a
proportion of the world population at the
same time as the richest of the rich have been
steadily amassing an ever-larger proportion
of the world’s wealth. Global economic
growth has benefited people and places
roughly in proportion to the size of their
portfolios and attractiveness for investors.
In the 1990s, people in the Silicon Valley
and Wall Street got hugely rich but people
with nothing to invest, in places with
nothing to offer investors, made nothing.

Inequality grows during periods of
economic growth, and poverty persists and
deepens, despite growing overall pros-

perity, in part because investors move assets
out of less attractive places into better-
endowed places that become more attractive
for more investors; and in part because inve-
stors reap more than low-wage earners who
see the cost of living rise faster than wages.
People with low incomes in risky, vul-
nerable, insecure areas inhospitable to
capital investment lose out when economic
growth is driven solely by market decisions.

Despite the fact that markets do not
eliminate poverty, because they tend to
move new wealth away from poor neigh-
bourhoods, most NGOs and governments
follow market doctrines. They secure
dividends by concentrating investments in
relatively favourable environments. The
poorest people in the poorest places have
thus disappeared in practice — if not in
ideology and publicity — from NGO net-
works and government programmes,
almost as surely as they vanished from
private marketing surveys and business
plans.

Increasing inequality and extreme
poverty strain the legitimacy of global
development institutions. The leaders of
global development live in rich countries.
They depend on rich country contributions.
They follow rich country policies. They
nonetheless strive to benefit everyone in the
world, rich and poor alike. They believe that
market-led economic growth is the best route
to prosperity for all. A boom decade like the
nineties is a good test of this belief. If
economic success such as registered in the
nineties coincides for too long with growing
wealth disparity and abject poverty, their
reputation must eventually suffer.

2015 is thus a deadline of significance.
It represents an effort to valourise the
current leadership of global development
regime amidst increasing polarisation of
rich and poor.

In a world of globalisation, the possibility
that world political institutions may
someday represent poor people in pro-
portion to their numbers makes this po-
larisation ominous. Rich country leaders
represent a shrinking global elite minority.
QECD countries shrank as proportion of
world population from 20 percent in 1960
to 15 percent in 1993. A mere ten percent of
the world’s people live in twelve countries
with over USD 20,000 per capita GDF, mostly
in the US (45 percent), Japan (21 percent),
Germany {14 percent), and France (10
percent}. Eighty percent of the world’s
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people live in 36 African and 19 Asian
countries with under USD 100{) per capita
GDF, large proportions in China (34 per-
cent), India {26 percent), Indonesia (5
percent), Pakistan (4 percent), Bangladesh
(3 percent), Nigeria (3 percent), Viet Nam (2
percent), and Philippines (3 percent).

Most of the global public lives in coun-
tries where the 2015 campaign will operate,
Experience in those countries should enter
directly into global debates about economic
development. Rich countries now control
the lion's share not only of world wealth
but also of world knowledge. The best
facilities for studying the world are in rich
countries. The US has a dozen libraries each
holding more books about South Asia than
reside in all the major libraries in South
Asia combined. Most funding to study the
condition of the world is in rich countries,
where the most prestigious, well-funded
academic paradigms emerge for economic
and policy analysis as well as for historical
and cultural studies. The assessment and
monitoring of the 2015 campaign should
move in the opposite direction.

The people of South Asia should not
only join in the institutional partnerships

Mexican President Vincente Fox addressing the Manterrey Conference.

also hold the leaders of global development
regime accountable for the campaign’s
success. Representatives of international
development agencies operating in South
Asia should engage the public in open
dialogue about the conduct of this cam-
paign and about the features of free-market
globalisation that the campaign seeks to
ameliorate. .

that will advance the 2015 campaign, but — David Ludden

Third Orientation Course 1n
South Asian Peace Studies

The Third South Asian Human Rights and Peace Studies Orientation Course of the South Asia Forum for Human
Rights (SAFHR) will be held in Kathmandu, Nepal from 3 August to 17 August 2002, It is a foundation course intended
for peace and human rights activists, media persons, researchers, academics, and persons involved in policy work on
conflict resolution. The course will take into account various forms of violence, war, and intervention, their impact on
democracy, and will draw on the experiences of human rights and peace activism, and the moral resistance to war in
South Asia and elsewhere.

Registration fee for South Asian participants is US $ 100 {or its equivalent in Nepali rupee) and participants from
outside the region US $ 250 (or its equivalent in Nepali rupee). Board, lodging and course material for the selected
candidates will be provided by SAFHR. Participants will have to support their own travel. The age limit for participation
is 35 years. Women and activists from refugee and minority groups are particularly encouraged to apply. Applications
must reach Peace Studies Desk in the South Asia Forum for Human Rights (323, Shree Durbar Tole, Patan Dhoka,
Lalitpur, Kathamndu, Nepal; GPO Box 12855, Tel: 977-1-341026; Fax: 527852, E-mail south@safhr.org) by
20 April 2002. Applications by fax or e-mail will be valid. Applications will have to be supported by full particulars,
1000-word statement on the relevance of the course to the work of the participant, and names of two referees whose
recommendations should reach independently SAFHR peace studies desk. The application must include all necessary
details such as language skill, experience and nature of current work. The statement has to include candidate’s own idea
of peace and human rights activism, and the relation of the applicant’s work with SAFHR’s peace studies programme.
In selection of candidates the 1000-word statement will be accorded importance. The 15-day course will be participatory,
involve intense course and fieldwork, include visual studies, and will be preceded by reading and assignment-work for
2 months. Frontline activists and researchers in human rights will be sharing their knowledge and experience with
participants towards developing an enriched understanding of issues of justice and peace in South Asia. Interested
applicants may visit the website www.safhr.org




Violence against minorities in Bangladesh
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A 'minority’ inmimnority
Violence against Hindus, though seemingly religious in content,
actually has many complex and ‘secular’ origins.

by Imtiaz Ahmed

Bangladesh’s election day on 1 October 2001 was
relatively peaceful. The election itself was relatively
fair. But, things began to change immediately thereafter,
indeed, right with the announcement of the election
trends that indicated that the regime in power, the
Awami League, was heading for the worst ever elector-
al performance by a national party in Bangladesh. A
clear winner emerged in the combination of moderate
and right-wing forces under the leadership of the Bang-
ladesh Nationalist Party (BNP). The dramatic violence
that soon erupted in many parts of the country had two
notable characteristics.

The first is the routine post-election violence that is
a part of-Bangladesh’s democratic history: Winners
normally attack losers with an immense sense of pride
and vengeance. The most con-
spicuous part of this violence is the
seemingly biased role of the
police, who either merely watch the
spectacle or, more shamelessly,
participate in the proceedings on the
side of the winner, The second is more

the minorities, mainly Hindu. Here,

Winners normally
attack losers with an
immense sense of
horrifying and concerns the attack on pride and vengeance.

necessary to clarify one or two points related to the or-
ganisation of violence in Bangladesh.

Post-election violence is not something new here.
There were violent incidents after both the 1991 and
1996 elections, although the scale was more modest
than the last epidsode and the targets more dispersed
and non-religious. Also, violence against Hindus took
place even before election day, when the interim gov-
ernment was in place to conduct the polls. There were
reports in mainstream newspapers that in several places
(Sathkhira, for instance) it was the members of the
Awami League who were involved in covertly harass-
ing and attacking Hindus, possibly with the intention
of blaming right-wing groups and winning the sympa-
thy and votes of the minority and secular forces. This
clearly suggests that violence
against the Hindu community, al-
though seemingly religious in
intent, is actually more complex and,
ironically, more secular in content.

Although the two parties
differed on practically every issue
in the latest episode, both the BNP
government and the opposition

what is conspicuous is the part-

icipation of members of almost all major political
parities — BNP, Jamaat-e-Islam, and even the Awami
League, traditionally regarded as a pro-minority party.
Needless to say, the police either looked on passively
or, as is being alleged, was party to the attacks.

While there is a tendency to attribute partisan post-
election violence to polarised politics and the culture of
intolerance — something that has been politically and
socially ingrained from the colonial period onwards -
the attack on minorities is seen to be more an outcome
of a global phenomenon, with the suffering of the
Hindus mainly linked to their status as a minority in
‘minority” in Bangladesh. There may be some truth to
this view, but it does not capture the complex nature of
an issue which is more ‘internal’ and related to the
maode of governance that is pursued and practiced in
Bangladesh. But before venturing on that issue, it is

18

Awami League provided near iden-
tical figures on the post-election violence against Hin-
dus. According to the figures provided by the Home
Minister, some 266 murders and 213 rape cases were
recorded in the first 25 days of October across the coun-
try. Most of the murders were recorded in Dhaka, Fent
and Chittagong districts, while most of the rape cases
were recorded in Bogra, Sirajganj and Naogaon dis-
tricts. The Home Minister, however, did not specify the
Hindu community as being the target of such attacks.
A week later the Awami League in a written statement
claimed that since the BNP government took over some
300 party leaders, workers and members of the minori-
ty community had been killed and over 300 women,
including 50 minor girls, were raped throughout the
country. No breakdown, however, was provided as to
the location of such murders and rapes.

There seems to be what one would call a majoritari-
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an consensus in-so-far as violence against the Hindu
minority is concerned. The near-identical figures and
the fuzziness in pinpointing the victims communally
only show that both the parties are well aware that too
much attention on the minority question is politically
suicidal in a country whose governing principle has
tallen prey to the modernist creed of majoritarianism. A
closer scrutiny will make this clear,

Social Engineering

The mode of governance can be either regimented or
democratic. Regimented regimes, which can be either
military or civilian, are generally of two distinctive
tvpes: authoritarian and totalitarian. Democratic re-
gimes, on the other hand, are less varied, and involve
civilian control, although shades of difference are al-
ways there. What distinguishes regimented regimes
from the democratic regimes is the fact that the latter is
more supportive of the goals of human freedom. Such a
difference, however, must not blind us from the fact
that a common element binds them together, and that
common element is the will of the majorify. Indeed, mod-
ern states, whether regimented or democratic, are all
modern majoritarian states, which are principally orga-
nised and reproduced by wav of constructing the na-
tion and the nationalities.

In the case of regimented regimes, such organisation
is more deliberate and often crude, marked by a policy
of using and reusing artefacts and ideas to unify the
majority section of the people nationally. Such artefacts
and ideas range from religion to race, on the one hand,
and from public schooling (with emphasis on the
dominant language) to social engineering on the other.
But once these ideas mature, directed as they are at the
majority section of the people, they tend to alienate those
who do not fit the unifying categories. In the case of
democratic regimes, however, the organisation of
majoritarianism is more related to electoral politics,
where parties are forced to woo the majority community
to win elections. In a socially fragmented society, often
the party or the candidate will settle for the easiest way,
and that is, heat up communal or religious feelings to
organise the nation and the nationalities.

In both cases, we soon arrive at a situation where
minorities are not only left alone and alienated but also
are reproduced as communities or sub-nationalifies, hav-
ing distinctive socio-political agendas from that of the
majority community. It is only a short step from here to
making the minority the scapegoat of all ills (social,
economic, even political) and a majoritarian target of
abuse, murder, rape and other forms of violence, in-
deed, with the avowed intention of organising and re-
producing the power of the majority community. In the
case of Bangladesh, polarised politics and the culture
of intolerance, including a disempowered civil society,
further deepens the state of ill-feeling and mistrust be-
tween the Hindus and the Muslim majority, in the pro-
cess putting at risk the fate of the minorities.
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A picture from the Human Rights Congress for Bangladeshi
Minorities’ websrte

Is there a way out? ThlS must be answered by iden-
tifying tasks at three different Jevels. Firstly, we must
try to be protective. The primary task is to protect the
members of the minority community from the violence
organised by the members of the majority. We must ur-
gently create new structures and institutions at this lev-
el, mainly to take up the cause of the victims. Such struc-
tures and institutions could include the creation of an
ombudsperson, the establishment of an independent
and autonomous human rights commission, the cre-
ation of roving and on-the-spot judicial courts, and the
continuous monitoring of communally-motivated
violent acts by governmental and non-governmental
agencies.

Secondly, there must be preventive activity. Here, the
task includes improving the law and order situation,
not only by strengthening the number of security per-
sonnel (police, ansars, neighbourhood security bodies,
and the like) in violent-prone areas but also, and more
tmportantly, by initiating police reforms. Such reforms
should work for a better understanding of the police
and the sociology of policing and could include ‘de-
governmentalising’ the structure of the police force,
arranging for police education on communal relations,
creating more interactions between the police and civil
and non-governmental agencies — including those
speaking for women and children.

Finally, curative measures. The task would be to fur-
ther democratise democratic practices, with the objec-
tive of arresting the progressive alienation of the mi-
nority Hindus that is structurally rooted in the organi-
sation of modern democracy and majoritarianism. It
was Mahatma Gandhi who said that modern democ-
racy is a “heartless doctrine” where 51 percent can im-
pose its will over 49 percent. In a pluralist society, this
can visit disaster upon a minority community. The task,
therefore, is to reinvent representation (locally, region-
ally, as well as nationally) in which people are not al-
ways placed in the minority or even viewed or categor-
ised as a minority. The wider task, should therefore
range from curricular reforms at ali levels of education
to decentrahsmg the parliament. No doubt, the chal-
lenge is immense. &

L]



‘Gujarat’ and the Pakistani state

The stark horror of what is happening in and around Ahmedabad must
alert Pakistanis to their own reality. In India, at least, extremism can be

combated by the public will.

by Aasim Sajjad Akhtar

Gujarat has been brought to its knees over the month
of March. The gory developments in the state, how-
ever, do not come as a surprise. It is the naked commu-
nalism and bigotry propagated by the government at
the centre over the past couple of years that has allowed
extremists, who would otherwise be isolated, to engage
in massacres with the patronage of local law enforce-
ment officials. The magnitude of the killing in Gujarat,
as in other incidents in the past, has been enough for
many in Pakistan to announce how thankful they are
that Pakistan exists. Many have started freshly
espousing the virtues of the two-nation thecry. But this
is faulty analysis.

In the first instance, it is well worth remembering
that safety from the clutches of religious fanatics is
something that Pakistan’s Hindus
and Christians have not had the
pleasure of experiencing. After the
eruption of violence in Gujarat,
extremists in Rahim Yar Khan
district of Punjab attacked and
seriously injured two men from the
Hindu Siraiki community, which
forms part of the region’s true
indigenous population. Rather than
bask in a false sense of security, the
stark horror of what is happening in

However much the
Pakistani-on-the-street
badmouths India, we
must understand that
the indian polity stands
on much firmer ground
than Pakistan’s.

on a church in the diplomatic enclave in Islamabad
proved to be a big embarrasment to the government
because of high-profile casualties, but even here the law-
enforcement and intelligence officials were proven
hapless.

It is not that the intelligence agencies cannot deal
with extremism if they want to. It is just that they are
busy with what has preoccupied them for the past 30
years—keeping a strict watch on political activity and
agitations of any kind. This leaves the murdering fa-
natics free to run riot. Clearly, the promises made by
Gen Musharraf are not being kept, and the military re-
gime is proving to be as repressive as any that has come
before it — despite loud claims of moving Pakistan on
the road to genuine democracy.

With political parties muted, one
may well wonder whether the gov-
ernment really needs political intel-
ligence. Sadly and ominously for
Pakistan, the little political activity
that remains is inviting the wrath
of an establishment and elite-
dominated state intent on pre-
serving the status quo. Whether it
is the movement of squatters, or ac-
tivism by landless tenants or fisher-
folk, the state has moved to ruth-

and around Ahmedabad should
remind Pakistanis of what has been a reality in their
own country for too long. There is no cause for any
feeling of relief when we know that the Pakistani
establishment - just like India’s newly-risen parochial
parties — has systematically patronised extremist
groups since the late 1970s.

Not long ago, Genoral Pervez Musharrat promised
the people a clampdown on armed groups operating in
the country and an end to the insane cycle of violence.
Instead, the situation is getting worse: as if to make a
statement, Sunni supremacists have repeatedly targeted
Shi‘a doctors in Karachi (see page 22). These killings
would not have happened if the government had in
fact taken firm measures as promised. Intelligence
agencies that are not able to prevent such murderous
sectarian incidents should be disbanded. The attack

0

lessly suppress the disem-powered.
The government has condemned civil dissenters to the
zone of terror by bringing them under the ambit of anti-
terrorism legislation.

It is difficult to be anything other than skeptical about
the true intentions of the military government. The ru-
mours about jehadi groups simply having camouflaged
their operations while remaining hand-in-glove with
the establishment cannot be dismissed out of hand.
However much the Pakistani-on-the-street badmouths
India, and seems to be almost (shametully) gleeful at
how Gujarat has degenerated into chaos, we must un-
derstand that the Indian polity stands on much firmer
ground than Pakistan’s.

. Extremism in India is rearing its ugly head, but is
neither institutionalised nor patronised by the state
establishment as it is in Pakistan. It is the current polit-
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Report

Violence against minorities in Pakistan

Under the gun: The Shi'ites of Karachi

Sectarian violence in Sindh is spiralling out of control, and it is
doctors who are being targetted. Those with the means are emigrat-
ing to safer locations, but most among the targetted minorities find a

government unable or unwilling to protect them.

by Hasan Mansoor

violent end awaited Dr Aal-I-Safdar Zaidi, a

con-sultant nephrotogist, who had returned to

Pakistan three months ago after an 11-year stint
in the United States, when he left for work at the Kara-
chi Kidney Centre on the morning of 4 March this year.
At a traffic signal in the centre of the city two armed
men on a motorcycle pulled up alongside his car and
sprayed him with bullets. Shot in the head and face,
Zaidi collapsed onto the steering wheel. The assail-
ants escaped well before the shocked bystanders could
react.

Syed Jawad Alj, 60, ex-manager of Commercial Union
Insurance Agency, and Zamarrud Husain, 40, were
coming out of the Imambargah Baqayyatullah in De-
fence Housing Society after Maghrib prayers when two
armed men on a motorcycle intercepted them. They
opened fire killing Jawad Ali and injuring his friend
before escaping.

Professor Syed Azhar Hussain
Zaidi, 55, principal of the Superior
Science College, Karachi, and his son,
Ashar Hussain Zaidi, lecturer in the
same college, were more fortunate than
Dr Zaidi and Jawad Ali. When their car
reached the college gate two armed men

A —

“It is better to stop
earning than to
stop living.”

to escape targeted violence. “Escape can never be a so-
lution to this problem”, says Dr Tipu Sultan, president
of PMA Karachi. “We are still going strong and believe
we will fight it out.” Amidst this mayhem, there are
some defiant voices.

Sindh Health Minister Ahsan Ahmed said more
than 2000 doctors have applied in the past one year to
leave because of the security situation and the econom-
ic crisis. Since 1994, seventy-seven doctors have been
murdered. Of them more than 50 have been killed in the
last five years. In 2000, eight doctors were killed. Last
year, seven doctors lost their lives. And already this
year, six doctors have fallen victim, according to PMA
figures.

What is alarming from a long-term perspective is
that this wave of violence is selective and sectarian. City
police say the majority of the recent victims belong to
the Shi‘ite sect. At a meeting with PMA office-bearers,
the provincial home secretary Mukhtar
Ahmed admitted that members of
banned jehadi and sectarian outfits
might be involved in the recent killings
of the doctors. Since 1997, six suspects
have been arrested for the murder of
six doctors and all the arrested are

opened fire with auto-matic weapons

and fled. Fortunately for the injured men, there were
college students present who rushed them to the Jinnah
Postgraduate Medical Centre. The lives were saved
after a marathon effort by doctors.

These are not stray incidents but part of a systematic
pattern of violence that once again haunts the port city
of Karachi. In the first few months of this year alone,
such targetted killings have already claimed 15 lives
and left 10 people injured. Of those killed, six were
doctors. The city’s 6000 practicing doctors now live in
constant fear and, according to Dr Habibur Rehman
Soomro, a Karachi-based member of the Pakistan Med-
ical Association (PMA), 30 doctors have fled the coun-
try during the first two weeks of March alone and many
others are preparing to follow suit. In the last two years,
more than 200 doctors have emigrated from Pakistan

activists of banned extremist Islamist
jehadi parties. “Their aims are obvious. They want to
disrupt a smooth life, create chaos so that the
brightening prospects of foreign investment could be
discouraged,” Pakistani interior minister Moinuddin
Haider said. This view is echoed by other senior
members of the administration. According to the Sindh
home secretary, the onslaught on the doctors was
targetted at the government’s efforts to attract foreign
investors to the southern port city. Those arrested had a
more sectarian explanation. “We killed the six doctors
because they are Shias. They are kafirs, not Muslims,”
Arif, one of the suspects, said.

Figures compiled by the Citizen-Police Liaison Com-
mittee of Karachi (CPLC) show that least 332 people —
190 Shias and 142 Sunnis — have been killed since
1994. The years 1994 and 1995 were the worst with 196












Essay

Erosion of the Nepali wor

Nepal has entered a telescoped period of self-destruction in which a perfectly
worthy country has been laid to ruin by power-hungry commissars with
discredited ideology who have handed guns to the youth. This is class war
without an identifiable class enemy. Arrayed against the Maoists are Nepal’s
political parties, the intelligentsia, kingship, the police, the media — and the
army at the latest instance — all of whom have watched this national
disintegration with singular selfishness. It is the Nepali on the hill terrace
whose world is being eroded and destroyed.

Qy Deepak Thapa o

and the army, to rebel
against the new monarch,
Gyanendra, holding him
responsible for the killings
along with the then prime
minister, Girija Prasad
Koirala, and Indian and US
intelligence agencies.

The Maoist attempt to
drive a wedge between the
new king and the masses
next, but also in terms of did not prove effectual, and
how events are going to the massacres of policemen
develop in the mainstream of Nepali politics. as the representatives of the state continued. Finally, in

Take the flip-flop sequence of events of the past year.  July, a beleaguered Koirala called it a day, paving the
In February 2001, the Maoists held their second national =~ way for Sher Bahadur Deuba, also of the Nepali Congress,
conference, which announced that “the guiding thought”  to take charge. This was a changeover the Maoists had
of their party would henceforth become “Marxism-  been looking forward to, given Deuba’s loud submissicns
Leninism-Maoism and Prachanda Path”. Besides for a negotiated settlement. A ceasefire was declared by
confirming General Secretary Prachanda to the new  bothsides, and three rounds of talks were held over three
“highest post” of chairman, the meeting significantly ~ months (during which the demand for a constituent
left out the long-standing demand for a constituent  assembly popped up again). But then, on 23 November
assembly to draw up a new constitution for Nepal. This 2001, exactly four months to the day after the truce was
was taken as a softening in their stance, but even as the  announced, the Maoists broke it and plunged the country
government was readying to respond, the Maoists went  into a state of emergency. This time, they had dragged in
on a spree of attacks, killing scores of policemen, the army as well.

The next surprise came after the 1 June slaughter of In the political sphere, Deuba and Koirala have
King Birendra and his family. The Maoists claimed the undergone a role reversal. Deuba used to be the Maoists’
killings to be part of a larger conspiracy since, they said, ~ darling, and his elevation to prime minister was
the late king had been unwilling to use the army against ~ celebrated by Pushpa Kamal Dahal (‘Prachanda’y as a
them. Further, they asserted that “On some national  victory over “the fascist Girija faction”. Today, Deuba
questions we and King Birendra had similar thoughts”  has turned an ogre for the Maoists, having clamped down
and that they had had “an undeclared working unity”  the emergency, declared them ‘terrorists’, and ordering
with the late king. The Maoists tried to capitalise on the  the soldiers out to pursue them. In the meantime, the
fluid situation created by the civic disturbances in the Maoists have sent feelers to Koirala, who remains the
wake of the royal massacre by instigating the people, ~powerhouse of the Nepali Congress, in the hope of

on both sides, there is a

ingle factor that has
been constant about the
‘People’s War” launched by
the Communist Party of
Nepal (Maoist), now m its
seventh year, it is its unpre-
dictability. Unpredictable
not only in what the Maoist
leadership is going to do
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Lf, apart from the killings
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Artist's conception of Prachanda;

rime Minister Deuba
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weakening Deuba’s resolve to
get them to give up their guns
before sitting down for talks. In
a recent interview, Prachanda
has gone so far as to praise
Koirala as a staunch advocate
of parliamentary rule. As for
the main leftist grouping, the
Communist Party of Nepal
{Unified Marxist-Leninist) —
recently unified once again

Killing terraces ofFoIice {left) and Maoist dead.

after a splinter group returned
to the fold — after years of calling for a “political solution”
to the "ultra-leftist adventurism” of the insurgents, it has
come out in support of the state of emergency, and armed
action against the rebels.

‘Fascist ruling gang’

The roval succession passed off smoothly enocugh, given
the dire circumstances, and the Maoist role as agent
provocateur notwithstanding. But the intense media
mterest which brought hundreds of journalists from all
over toa cover the Shakespearean tragedy sprung by a love-
crazed prince suddenly led to the discovery of the raging
insurgency. It was open house for the international press,
as reporters trooped off into the mountains in the
company of Maoist interlocutors and reported to the world
on what was happening in the midhills of Nepal. Nepali
newspapers were not far behind either, as reporters went
on ‘guided tours’ organised by Prachanda’s followers.
There was a surreal feel to it all, not unlike the Narayanhiti
royal killings.

Never ones to miss an opportunity, the Maoists were
soon back in action. While there was no doubt about the
institutional loyalty of the army towards the new man
under the bird-of-paradise crown, the rebels were able to
take advantage of a new equation at the apex of state
power to step up their attacks. If that was a strategy to
force the government to the negotiating table, it seemed to
work when Sher Bahadur Deuba took the helm in July.
Deuba, who had been heading a government commission
looking into the Maoist issue, was known to claim in
private that he could resolve the problem in a jiffy and
was itching to get going. It was this confidence that drove
Deuba to declare a ceasefire as soon as he took office, an
offer that Prachanda immediately reciprocated.

It was clear from the beginning that the road to
dialogue would be a rocky one, for the non-negotiables
on the two sides were so far apart - one side wanted a
republic while the other side was steadfastly behind the
Constitution of 1990. It did not help that the talks were
conducted wide out in the open, with the three designated
Maoists representatives in particular setting out their
negotiating positions in public rallies. There were no
secret talks taking place behind the scenes as some may
have hoped — what the public saw was what it got. The
Maoists did not budge from their three main demands,
which were for a new constitution, a republican state,
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and an interim government to make both happen. There
were other clauses as well, but of the kind that forms the
standard plank of any other party. No one expected
miracles from the meetings, but there was hope that a
breakthrough of sorts was in the offing and that it was
the Maoists who would reient.

For the Maoists, the truce was an opportunity to reach
out to the public — and also to be exposed. The rebel cadre
emerged from hiding and began organising mass
meetings all over the country, including in major urban
centres. The biggest of them all was to be a rally on 21
September in Kathmandu, for which the Maoists claimed
they would bring a quarter million people into the Valley.
With the Maoists finally making a bid for Kathmandu,
the capital-centric national authorities got worried
enough to ban public meetings. This came in the wake of
the 11 September attacks, and the government was
emboldened by the worldwide condemnation of terrorism
(to which chorus Kathmandu also lent its voice). Sensing
the changing mood, the Maoist leadership called off plans
for the Valley rally, and a possible showdown was
averted for the moment.

Even as this was going on, there were arrests of Maoist
sympathisers. Meanwhile, the rebels did not let-up in
attacks on supporters of mainstream parties (afthough
the police enjoyed a brief respite). Each side accused the
other of endangering the talks, but neither pulled out,
and the situation did not seem hopeless. Just as the third
phase of talks was to begin on 13 November, the Maoists
dropped their demand for a republican Nepal. Even
though they continued to insist on an interim government
and a constituent assembly, this was seen as a sign of
flexibility - or, more optimistically, as a letting go of the
rebel’s entire raison d’etre. However, the third round too
proved inconclusive with the demand for a constituent
assembly proving unresolvable. Still a breakdown was
not announced and Prime Minister Deuba declared, “1
am hopeful that the Maoist problem will be solved from
the coming round of talks. The government is committed
to solving the problem through dialogue and I also
personally pledge to solve the problem.”

A couple of days later, Prachanda came out with a
statement claiming that there was no more justification
for the ceasefire, which sent alarm bells ringing within
the government and prompted Deuba to ask Maoist
strongman to reconsider his decision. Unheedful, the
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decision if an unfavourable situation did not exist,” he
said in an address after imposing the emergency.

Two reasons can be posited for the weak protest
against the imposition of the state of emergency. One is
that the government-Maobaadi talks had since peace
hopes were raised, the rebels lost sympathy when they
walked out of the talks and attacked the army in Dang.
More significant, perhaps, was the behaviour of the Maoist
cadre during their time aboveground.

One way that the ‘People’s War’ had touched people
in all brackets was the ‘donations’ that were demanded
tor the ‘cause’, sometimes on pain of death. While this
was a permanent feature in areas where the Maoists were
in total control, such as demands for food and lodging,
collections were made in cities like Kathmandu as well,
albeit clandestinely. With the ceasefire, the Maoists
suddenly acted high-handedly. The extortions became
pronounced in the run-up to the proposed 21 September
mass meeting, and ‘donations’ were demanded from all
and sundry, despite the Maoist leadership’s avowal to
put an end to such collections. Meanwhile, factories,
schools and even individuals were asked to get ready to
billet the masses that would arrive for the rally.

For the first time, the capital experienced first-hand
what the people elsewhere had been living with. The
situation could well have turned ugly had the rally gone
ahead as planned, but, even without it, there was a
positive mindset towards armed action against the
Maoists among the Kathmandu middle class. That seems
to have made all the difference in how the capital’s
influential section views the emergency.

If the general public’s attitude towards the curtailing
of rights was favourable, the press too bent over
backwards to please the government. The Nepal Media
Saciety, an alliance of the major dailies formed ostensibly
to keep out foreign investment in the Nepali media,
announced its intention to write “in favour of
parliamentary system and democratic constitution,
keeping in mind the situation of law and order in the
country”. Daily newspapers that had been using various
euphemisms to refer to the Maoists, overnight took the
government’s cue in labelling them ‘terrorists’, limited
their coverage of the emergency to government handouts,
and generally backed off from their role as public
watchdog,.

To give them due credit, the much-maligned political
weeklies continued to report in their inimitable fashion
despite the government’s expectation that journalists
would fall in line. In fact, one of the first post-emergency
actions of the government was to take into custody
journalists from newspapers considered Maoist
mouthpieces. And within days, it even came out with a
controversial list of do’s and don'ts for the press to follow.
Further, to prove that it meant to business, the government
began to jail journalists seen to be deviating from its
injunction. As of the end of March, more than 70
journalists had been taken into custody. Many of these
arrests were carried out by the army, which, by arrogating
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powers far beyond its juris-
diction, has been surprisingly
enthusiastic in the crackdown
on the press for perceived
slights, large and small,
occasionally making faux pas
due to its feeble intelligence
mechanisms.

Selective annihalation
“In establishing our form of

actions, the first, second, third v
and fourth priorities have been :\r/f%;\ras the- C-in-C so
accorded to: ambush and
mining, raid and commando attack, various types of
sabotage, and selective annihilation”, said Prachanda
in the A World to Win interview. “With savagery,” he
might have added.

Even before the ceasefire, the Maoists had been known
to execute policemen who had surrendered, while their
‘annihilation” of supposed ‘class enemies’ and
‘informers” were often accompanied with displays of the
barbarism. Granted that the Maoists and their supporters,
particularly in the hill districts of the midwest, had been
at the receiving end of police brutality in the past. But, in
the present phase of fighting, there is added viciousness
to the Maoist actions. Security personnel have been found
hacked and mutilated before being killed, while,
increasingly, the Maoists seem to have no qualms about
harming innocents in their zeal to sow terror.

The Maoists seem to have decided to put all political
agendas aside and focus entirely on creating a sense of
panic nationwide. Whereas the insurgents had earlier
left Kathrandu blissfully free of their actions, other than
some ‘soft’ bombs placed for scare value in the houses of
prominent politicians and bureaucrats, now the bombs
are for real and ordinary people are getting killed. Going
by their unconcern, the Maoists probably view such losses
as nothing more than ‘collateral damage’.

The successes against the army — both the surprise
attack on Dang and a subsequent decimation of a platoon
in Achham district — led to a new-found Maoist
confidence. However, while the rank and file seem to
have been let loose to carry out ‘action’ against political
people at the village level, such as the killing of school
teachers, the topmost echelon seems to have no illusions
about the impossibility of toppling the state. Prachanda’s
press statement in mid-February, onthe sixth anniversary
of the People’s War, provides a hint: “Our party appeals
to all parties within parliament and outside and pro-
people forces to come together against the military
dictatorship of the near-dead feudal autocracy. In this
historic moment we are ready to be involved in talks,
dialogue, fronts or show any kind of flexibility.”
Significantly, he added, “We have never closed the door
for talks to find a political solution and we will never do
s0 in the future either.”

The offer of talks was repeated in another statement
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i two weeks later. Not long
- after, a group of human
rights activists announced
that they were gearing up to
bring the two sides to the
negotiating table again,
while news leaked out that
Congress Party President
Girija Prasad Koirala had
been in touch with a top
Maoist leader through an
intermediary. (What is
interesting in all of this is the
typically ‘Nepali” approach
of carrying out talks in the open, when everyone knows
secrecy is what is required to hammer out real deals.)
When Sher Bahadur Deuba visited India in late March
on an official visit, mainly to seek support in tackling the
followers of Prachanda Path, at least two senior Maoist
leaders were known to be on standby to try and meet the
prime minister in Calcutta. Although the meeting did not
take place, it shows that at least one voice within the
Maoists is for talks.

In the meantime, the Maoists have continued with
their vituperation against King Gyanendra {(and his son,
Paras). The insurgents obviously consider the king an
easy target considering that Gyanendra is still hobbled
by the inauspicious beginnings to his reign. In an
interesting letter directed at potential tourists to Nepal,
put up on the web in March, Baburam Bhattarai tries to
manipulate foreigners who know little about Nepali
politics, indicating that the Maoists’ fight is against an
absolute monarch, whereas, if anything, the war is against
the Nepali Parliament. Indeed, the Maoists would have
everyone believe that the emergency is solely the king's
doing, whereas the fact is that it has the concurrence of
the mainstream political parties.

Their bluster and doublespeak could be hiding a
creeping fear among the rebels that they could be facing
tougher times. To begin with, the whole world’s
establishment is now arrayed behind George W Bush in
his ‘war on terror’. The international and regional
scenario therefore locks bleak for Nepal's Maoists. The
possibility of capturing state power in Nepal, too, seems
remote aithough the rebels certainly can — and seem to
want to — inflict maximum damage on the society.

Procuring arms may not be a problem given the
treasury chest the Maoists have built up and which they
frequently replenish through looting banks and extracting
‘donations’, including from national-level politicians,
bureaucrats and police officials. But the goodwill they
had gained through the social reforms initiated in core
areas where they hold sway is not going to last forever, as
the populace gets restless for an end to the bloodletting,
and for development projects, which have ended in large
parts of the country, to restart. The government has cut
down the development budget to support the expensive
army operations, while NGOs, INGOs and the aid agencies

Will Shri Vajpayee refuse
safe haven?

30

have mostly retreated to the security of the Kathmandu
valley.While the Maoists may control swaths of
countryside, the fact is they are unable to introduce
significant development works that would be the way -
rather than fear - to buy the Iong term loyalty of the people.
The most immediate concern for the Maoists could be
finding willing volunteers to fill their ranks. It is
reasonably clear that the large rural populace that seems
to support the Maoists — even to the extent of joining their
people’s government at viliage level - do so out of fear
and coercion, When. push comes to shove, the Maoists
will probably find that they have only a few thousand
hardcore fighters willing to fight for the cause. Recruiting
is going to be more difficult since the mountainsides of
Nepal have emptied of young men in particular, who are
escaping forced conscription into the Maoist force as well
as harassment during the ongoing security operations
by a military that is unable to distinguish between
different shades of red. They are leaving the country in
large numbers as is evident from the increase in demand
for passports in remote districts following the onset of
emergency, and others have either fled to India or sought
shelter in the cities and highway settlements of Nepal.

Sipahi vs. Maobaadi

The Maoists have shown a capacity to spread terror, and
the intensity of their attacks is increasing by the day.
Considering the situation with utmost gravity would be
the Royal Nepal Army. The attack on the Dang barracks
tarnished the army’s image before it was even deployed.
All in all, it seemed clear that the army brass which had
watched the police being mowed down by the rebels over
the years had not been preparing itself for the inevitable
war that was slowly, but surely, wending its way to its
doorstep. Army officers were known to boast that they
would finish off the Maoists in a week, but it turned out
to be an empty boast. Meanwhile, what people had
considered the Maoist bluff about taking on the army
seemed to be a misreading. After the army deployment
their conmand and controt structures have not collapsed
as was expected by so many pundits. After years of
taunting the army, the Maoists had actually demonstrated
their willingness to take it on.

The army received another devastating blow to its
operations and image in mid-February in Achham
district, when the Maoists attacked the district head-
quarters and annihilated the army platoon stationed there
together with the district police force. Dang was a surprise
attack, but Accham seemed to show poor leadership and
tield ability.

It was not hard to foresee that the Nepali army would
find the going tough against a rebel force that has honed
its fighting skills over the past six years, using all tactics
fair and foul, including villagers as human shields,
swarming into police posts, psy-war through loud-
speakers, and calculated use of committed core cadre
when the time came to make the kill. In addition, the
Maoists are innovative, building their own arsenals as
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well as developing indigenous
weaponry in the form of ‘pipe
¢ bombs’ as landmines, ‘socket
bombs’ as grenades, “pressure-
cooker bombs’ for death-dealing force,
as well as low-pressure ‘banner bombs’
and Molotov cocktails for psychological impact. Most
importantly, the Maoists know their mountainous terrain.
The perceived superiority of the army’s weaponry is likely
to be cancelled out to some extent as the Maoists turn the
captured weapons on Nepali soldiers.

The Royal Nepal Army’s strengths are those of any
reasonably well-trained fighting force except that the
soldiers are now having to deal with a guerilla force
consisting of their own countrymen and -women. But for
every conscientious officer and sipahi who is presently
out on the field braving the rebel’s bullet are not a few
who rue the day they joined the army for a comfortable,
effortless career. The weaknesses are many. For a force
whose central strategy to tackle the ‘enemy’ has always
been jungle warfare, the army has been found to be
significantly lacking thus far.

To be sure, it is hobbled with the task of securing 75
district headquarters, transmission towers, hydropower
stations, the royal palace and other royal precincts and
national parks. In addition, at least a couple of thousand
of the army’s soldiers are away on plum peacekeeping
assignments. The problem with numbers is genuine. On
the face of it, the Royal Nepal Army’s strength does not
look so bad:‘a 50,000-strong force pitted against a guerilla
band censisting of perhaps a few thousand committed
fighters. But, Prime Minister Deuba did not correct his
interrogator on CNN’s (&A when she suggested that
the army had no more than *6,000 to 10,000 troops”™ and
that “you don't have that manpower or military capacity
to really fight”.

A severe lack of intelligence has also hindered army
operations, which makes one wonder what its much-
vaunted Department of Military Intelligence (DMI) [check]
was doing in the interim. That the 23 November Achham
rout could take place at all, and that a thousand-odd
rebels could gather undetected in the surrounding villages
before the attack, indicates that the army commanders
had been taking the Maoist threat lightly. Or they may
have considered themselves invulnerable — not an
unlikely possibility given that the last time the army was
out was in 1990 when unarmed demonstrators heading
towards the royal palace were cowed down by the sight
of soldiers in full battle regalia. Going bv the report of one
Nepali journalist who was taken in by the military and
interrogated blindfolded over ten days, the armymen
seem to be gathering ‘intelligence’ from the daily
newspapers.

Cause for even more concern is the battle-worthiness
of the army. For decades, its role has been limited to
providing the pomp and pageantry during public
ceremonies in Kathmandu. The [ast time the Royal Nepal
Army saw any real action was in the early 70s when
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bus torched by the rebels in early February which saw the
death of innocents

troops were involved briefly in skirmishes with the CIA-
and India-backed Tibetan Khampa guerillas camped
along the northwestern frontier of the country to engage
the Chinese army. Since then, the only field experience
the Nepali army has had has been as UN peacekeepers.

Institutionally too, the Royal Nepal Army has its
problems, and that surely has a bearing on its pro-
fessionalism. Stories of corruption having to do with
raasan-pani (supply procurement} go back decades, and
one recent report even involved the sale of arms and
ammunition to militant Islamic groups during a
peacekeeping tour of duty in Lebanon. Influence-peddling
is rife, particularly to do with selection as the UN’s blue
helmets where income is high. Successive democratic
governments since 1990 have not dared look into the
workings of the army, and because of that it is often said
that the army is probably the only institution that has not
been politicised by the politicians who have meddled
everywhere, including the national police force.

But that is only half the story. There is politics in it,
and it is politics of a by-gone era. The Royal Nepal Army
likes to trace its roots to the conquest and subsequent
unification of modern-day Nepal by Prithvi Narayan
Shah, the tenth direct ancestor of the present king, in the
mid-eighteenth century. It is no secret that the force’s first
lovalty has always been to the monarch; that the 1990
Constitution has transferred the country’s sovereignty to
the people has not really mattered — that the politicians
have themselves shown themselves individually to be
deserving of the army’s fealty is a different matter. The
men who traditionally form the officer corps at the highest
levels come from Kathmandu's elite class and the position
of army chief for close to two centuries has always been
reserved for a small group of the powerful Khas-Thakuri
caste close to the royal familv. For want of a better term,
the Nepali army is feudal as only an institution that
refuses to change with the times can be. What else would
you call an army that requires fully-trained soldiers to
help out as domestics in the houses of officers and, in
some cases, in the houses of their relatives as well?

One of the biggest weaknesses of the army, like any
organisation that has allowed fat to grow around its
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Mourning the

dead: PLA in Rolpa (left) and the ANA at Aryaghat, Kathmandu

conservative elements in the Nepali
polity has answers that are pregnant
with ominous possibilities.

The commander’s statement is
as political a statement as any that
can come from the army, but if the
past is any guide, the government
will let the admonishment pass
quietly. After all, it did not remind
the army chief about his impro-
priety in asking his Indian counter-
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midriff, has been a hyper-sensitivity towards criticism
and an unwillingness to consider itself alsc a people’s
institution that can be challenged by civil society. Which
brings up the most important issue of civilian control of
the army. It was a sign of the conditions under which the
present constitution was framed that, unlike in any other
democratic system where the army is automatically under
the authority of the civilian executive, the compromise
formula worked out between the palace and the people
placed it under a National Defence Council. And the
king, as Supreme Commander, was to “operate and use
the Royal Nepal Army on the recommendation of the
National Defence Council”. In principie, the NDC is
dominated by the government with the prime minister
and the defence minister forming a civilian majority of
two against the commander-in-chief, who is also
theoretically nominated on the advice of the prime
minister. But the army has marched to its own drummer,
and this did not matter as long as it was not required to
respond to a nation in crisis.

The officer corps’ defence is that being kept away from
the grasp of the civilian governments has allowed the
army to remain uncontaminated, unlike the police force
which has been made corrupt and robbed of motivation
by the politicians. One could have accepted that
argument had the army showed its ability to hit the
ground running once it was deployed, utilising its
strengths to maximum advantage and moving pro-
actively against the Maoists. Instead, there seems to be
an attempt at covering up inadequacies by pointing at
the terrain, the vastness of the exercise, and the ineptness
of politicians, and so on.

Commander-in-Chief Prajwalla Shumshere Rana put
forward his best arguments at the passing-out of officers
at the Army Staff College on 28 March, when he berated
the Nepali political establishment for its ineptness. “Who
is responsible for the present state of the country?” he
asked, “Was it mal-governance (kusashan} or was it the
army? How just is it to burden the army with this difficult
situation created by political reasons?” The speech was
breath-taking for its lack of sense of time, place and
propriety. One would hope that it is merely the angry
letting off of steam of an about-to-retire C-in-C, but it is
not unlikely that his speech would not have been vetted
by the Royal Palace. In which case, the question as to
whether this was a trial baloon being set afloat by
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part for arms or when he made a
similar request to US Secretary of State Colin Powell
when he came visiting in January. And it is not likely to
at this juncture, especially when it needs the army to
deal with the Maoist insurgency.

The challenge to civilian authority has become
increasingly apparent over the years, and Gen Rana’s
outburst is only the latest event. First came the self-same
army chief’s demand nearly two years ago that an all-
party political consensus evolve before the army is
deployed. Then, in July 2001, Girija Prasad Kotrala
resigned as prime minister following the army’s
reluctance to come to the rescue of the police during a
hostage-taking crisis. Even though the consititution does
not require an emergency for the army to be called out of
the barracks, it has been reported, with Koirala
concurring, that proclaiming an emergency was a pre-
condition set by the army before it would go after the
Maoists. The arbitrary arrest of journalists, often without
the knowledge of the government, is only the latest
instance of the contempt shown by the highest echelons
of the army for civilians.

Revolutionary dynamo of South Asia

India was one of the first countries to support the
declaration of the state of emergency, and its Foreign
Minister Jaswant Singh the first to declare the Maoists
‘terrorists’. Prime Minister Atal Behari Vajpayee called
up King Gyanendra (and later Prime Minister Deuba as
an afterthought, it seems) offering “whatever assistance
is required” in the fight against the Maoists, and this was
followed up with some military equipment and two scout
helicopters. Soon, Indian newspapers were implying that
it was only a matter of time before Indian troops arrived
in Nepal to fight the Maoists, although Sher Bahadur
Deuba denied any such possibility. “There will be no
foreign troops here at all,” he told the press. “Our army is
capable of dealing with the situation.”

Apart from being an act of good neighbourliness, there
is more at stake for India in controlling the insurgency in
Nepal, and that has to do with its possible tie-ups with
Indian Maoist groups in an arc spreading from Nepal,
through Bihar, Jharkhand, parts of West Bengal,
Chattisgarh, Madhya Pradesh and Maharashtra up to
Andhra Pradesh. Deuba’s recent visit to Calcutta is also
believed to be to address the West Bengal government’s
concerns about possible linkages between Nepal's
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Maoists and the Kamatapur Liberation Organisation in
strategically sensitive northern Bengal, and the
implications of a militant network extending further to
Bodo and Assamese militant groups and on to the Indian
Northeast’'s numerous insurgencies.

That Nepal's Maoists have received support from
Indian ultra-leftists, most notably the Maoist Communist
Centre and the Communist Party of India Marxist-Leninist
(People’s War), is established. Besides a moral boost
received from these ‘fraternal’ militancies in the eariy days
{(and which is now reversed, with the Nepalis as the role-
moadels for their Indian counterparts), the Maobaadi have
clearly received training in camps in India, said to be in
far corners, including Bengal, Punjab and the deep South.
The Indian groups have also been helping identify the
illegal arms bazaar in India and granting use of shelters
to the Maoist leadership; the last has been critically
important as they have had to flee Nepal with the
emergency and army action.

The inter-Maoist linkages became
more than fraternal when, in June 2001,
a meeting was held somewhere in West
Bengal, to form the Coordination
Committee of Maoist Parties and
Qrganisations (CCOMPOSA) “to unify
and coordinate the activities of the
Maoist parties and organisations in
South Asia ‘to spread’ protracted
People’s War in the region.” The
committee, which includes four Indian
Maoist groups, seems obviously en-

One of the many police posts attacked

being funded and trained by ISI agents. In fact BJP is so
phobic against communism that it has labelled the MLM
[Marxist-Leninist-Maoist] groups waging People’s War
in India as Is1 agents!” The Maoists believe that, “The
Indian state is using ISI whip for the short term benefit in
order to malign People’s War in Nepal, for the long term
strategy it is brandishing ISI stick to bring Nepal under
its defence-umbrella.”

It became clear during Prime Minister Deuba’s end-
March trip to India that some arms of the Indian
government want to use the Maoists as a bargaining chip.
“You take care of 1SI infiltration, we will take care of
Maoists in Nepal,” seemed to be the proposed quid pro
quo. The New Delhi establishment has an exaggerated
sense of the use of Nepal by the 15! as a base for activities
against India, but Indian authorities could still use the
argument to demand a larger say in Nepal's security
affairs in return for curbing the insurgents’ activities in
India.

The one factor that is uncontested is
that India is the staging ground for the
Maoists of Nepal, and more s0 since the
emergency crackdown in Nepal
Former prime minister Girija Prasad
Koirala has even gone to the extent of
claiming that India was helping the
Maoists by providing a safe haven to
their leaders. The accusation was
refuted by the Indian embassy in
Kathinandu, but the fact remains that
despite making all sorts of conciliatory

couraged by the success so far of the
Maobaadi. Its joint statement reads: “The irresistible
advance of the New Democratic Revolution or protracted
People’s War in Nepal under the leadership of the
Communjst Party of Nepal-Maoist (CPN-M) is changing
the political geography or revolutionary dynamics of
South Asia.”

In early January, a press statement issued by
CCOMPOSA declared “its wholehearted solidarity with
the revolutionary forces in Nepal” and warns “all the
external reactionary elements, particularly Indian
expansionism, not to intervene militarily or otherwise
there and let the Nepalese people decide their own
political future themselves.”

While members of the Indian public who do not know
much about Nepal in any case are convinced that China
is behind the Nepali Maoists — for no other reason than
an absence of historical learning and the name ‘Mao’ -
New Delhi strategists and pundits profess to see the hand
of Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI) in the rise of
Nepal’s Maaists. This would seem patently absurd were
it not for the fact that it is a matter of faith with the
establishment in New Delhi and the media that feeds off
it. It is also a charge that the Maoists themselves scoff at
with credibility. The October 2000 issue of its party organ,
The Worker, says: “It fthe Indian government] had been
labelling People’s War in Nepal since its initiation as
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gestures to help the Nepali government
fight the Maoists, India has been turning a blind eye to
their activities within its own territory. Meetings are
called, rallies held, and prominent Maoist interlocutors
openly pursue their activities and move around without
restriction freely organising meetings in the name of front
organisations. For having taking the intitiative to term
the Nepali Macbaadi ‘terrorists’ even before the Nepali
state had done so, the Indian government is surprisingly
lenient towards the insurgents enjoying safety.

The political parties
It comes as no surprise that despite all the killings that
have gone on for more than half a decade, the response
from the political parties of Nepal has been most
uninspiring. While none tire of declaiming that the ‘root
causes’ of the insurgency needs to be tackled, there seems
to be no vision of how that is to be done other than to say
- “politically”. Prime Minister Deuba did start off on what
seemed to be the right foot, announcing an eight-point
reformist programmme as soon as he took office in July last
year. His plan included the issue of land reform and what
could be considered sops to the backward ethnic and
dalit communities, and women. But, Deuba soon got
mired too deep in the quagmire of politics to do anything
about it, and his reforms are hanging fire to date.
Despite the rhetoric against corruption emanating
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from all parties, a much-anticipated anti-corruption bill
was quietly shelved. Rather than strengthen the statutory
Commission for the Investigation of Abuse of Authority,
the one institution that is showing some energy in the
generally debilitated Nepali polity, Deuba has formed a
commission to investigate the property of just about
everyone who has held public office, including in the
bureaucracy, since 1990 (and their families). No one
believes anything will come of it and the faith in
government is eroded further.

On the other side of the parliamentary divide, the role
of the main oppaosition CPN (UML) has been intriguing. It
did make the mandatory noises against the imposition of
the state of emergency, but willingly added its numerical
strength to the ruling party to make up the required two-
third majority to get it approved by parliament and
extended for another three months after the first period
ended in late February. The calculation obviously seems
to have been that the party will stand to
gain with the decimation of the Maoists,

In return for the support extended for
extending the emergency, the CPN (UML)
expects the government to reciprocate
with a constitutional amendment.
Changing the Constitution (which its
general secretary, Madhav Kumar Nepal,
helped draft in 1990} has been the hobby
horse of the CPN (UML) for quite some
time now, and given its ‘progressive’
provenance one would expect the

changes it proposed to reflect its Refugees from Ma

oist hinterland

floated its old nemesis (Koirala). (Keirala has another
agenda as well. Since he feels let down that the army was
not released when he was prime minister, he wants to
also push through the constitutional reform so that the
army is brought firmly within the grasp of civilian
government.)

While the politicians and political parties go about
trying to manoceuvre themselves into positions of power,
they have failed to address a major cause of dissatisfaction
in a large section of Nepali society. They have not bothered
to understand why the critical support base of the Maoists
consists of the ethnic communities and dalits. One reason
that ethno-nationalism has not boiled over after ethnic
assertion took off in the early 1990s with the advent of
democracy may be that the Maoists have diverted the
steam to their use. From the very beginning, the Maoists
have made gestures to win the ‘minority” communities
over, going to the extent of setting up various ‘liberation
fronts’ for each major ethnic and regional
group. The latest concession comes in the
torm of their Revolutionary Council’s
‘draft constitution’, which proposes to
divide the country into nine *autonomous
regions” under “a system devised on the
basis of self-determination”.

While the Maoists thus cynically
manipulate the sentiment of the "back-
wards’, the state machinery and political
parties have made insincere gestures and
provided platitudes aplenty. The demo-
cratic setup has not been sensitive to the

philosophy and worldview. More so,
since its present rationale for tinkering with the
Constitution has been to pre-empt the revolutionary
agenda of the Maoists. But a look at the proposed changes
give the lie to everything the party professes, and shows
it to be more interested in getting to the sea